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To the families of those murdered on Air India’s Flight 182,
23 June 1985


PROLOGUE

FIFTY YEARS HAVE PASSED since the campaign for a sovereign Sikh state went global. On 12 October 1971, the patriarch of the movement, Dr Jagjit Singh Chauhan, placed an advertisement in The New York Times proclaiming the birth of Khalistan.

‘Today we are launching the final crusade till victory is achieved,’ Chauhan announced. ‘We are a nation in our own right.’ He then declared himself to be its first president.

Half a century later, the crusade is a smouldering wreck, haunted by the ghosts of thousands who died for nothing. The victims of the struggle for Khalistan were mostly Sikhs, who were supposed to be its beneficiaries. Yet a politically plugged-in band of separatists still keeps the cause alive in the Sikh diaspora, teaching their children that Khalistani killers were heroes.

This book takes a close look at the killers and their cause, revealing not only how they botched it but, equally, how governments from India to Pakistan to Canada bungled their response. For all sides, Khalistan became a case study in how not to do it.
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BALRAJ

AT THE AGE OF twenty-eight, an optimistic Sikh named Balraj Deol made a mistake which nearly cost him his life. He publicly joined some Hindu friends in supporting a compromise to ‘give peace a chance’ in his homeland of Punjab. 

Three nights later in a parking lot, he encountered five Sikh youths with a different opinion, which they expressed with hockey sticks and baseball bats. Deol tried to protect his head with his hands but the blows smashed his fingers and cracked his skull. He passed out and his attackers left him for dead. Yet, as they fled into the dark, Deol regained consciousness and still had one working limb. Both arms, both hands and his right leg were shattered, but he somehow dragged himself to the lobby of his apartment building. A woman spotted him and called for help. With some screws and a steel plate, doctors stitched him together. 

So Balraj Deol survived the curse of Khalistan. Thousands of others did not. 

In that summer of 1985, when busloads of innocents were shot and a packed airliner was blasted out of the sky, one vicious beating in suburban Toronto was a small story – a footnote in the blood-soaked struggle for an independent Sikh state. But, in addition to blood, the beating of Balraj Deol had all the usual features of that quest for the Land of the Pure – Khalistan.

The first standard feature of the attack was its futility. It achieved nothing. A Sikh state is still nowhere in sight and, thirty-five years after he was beaten to a pulp, Balraj Deol still condemns violence. The Khalistan campaign seems to be cursed – doomed and denounced by the Sikhs it claims to defend. 

For another thing, the justice system also achieved nothing. Again and again, the thugs got away with it. Deol’s assailants just graduated to bigger atrocities and are now revered as martyrs by a new generation of Khalistanis.

A third familiar theme: no talking. Nobody tried to reason with Deol or to explain how the killings in Punjab would deliver a better future. Blunt force was the first and only resort.

The fourth typical aspect of the beating was that the victim, like the attackers, was a Sikh. In more than a decade of violence in the name of a Sikh state, that pattern held: most of the dead were Sikhs.

For the maimed and the bereaved, it must have seemed that the glory days of the Sikhs lay not in the future, but in the past.
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THE LION OF PUNJAB

TWO HUNDRED AND TWENTY years ago, a wily, one-eyed Sikh warrior known as the Lion of Punjab, Maharaja Ranjit Singh, forged a dozen Sikh-ruled confederacies into a Sikh Empire stretching from the Khyber Pass to western Tibet. From his capital at Lahore, in today’s Pakistan, he battled to expand his realm, kept the British at bay and cemented his alliances by marrying early and often.

Both the Maharaja and his empire thrived by force of will. Ranjit Singh lost his left eye to smallpox as an infant, survived his first assassination attempt at thirteen, married at fifteen and was eighteen when he developed a lifelong affection for strong drink – yet he lived, by his son’s account, to have forty-six wives and companions. Some were Muslim ladies, some Hindu and some, like him, were Sikh.1 His court hummed with variety and he showered patronage on poets and scholars who wrote books he could not read. But he lacked only formal education, not intelligence or vision. European generals trained his army, in which men of all faiths served, while the Lion of Punjab donated gold for Muslim mosques, Hindu temples and Sikh gurdwaras alike – including the superb Golden Temple at Amritsar. In 1813, he even took possession of the storied Koh-i-Noor diamond, by extorting it from a fugitive king of Afghanistan.


[image: Images]

Maharaja Ranjit Singh

Source: Col. James Skinner, Tazkirat-al-Umara, British Library2


Even his demise was a drama. When he died of drink in 1839, it was said that four Hindu wives and seven concubines committed sati by loyally hurling themselves onto his funeral pyre. There should be a movie and, of course, there 3

Such tales make the reign of Ranjit Singh a golden age to reimagine – indeed, Khalistanis today invoke it to demand the re-establishment of Sikh sovereignty. But, as empires go, it was very brief. The Sikh Empire lasted only while the Lion himself held sway over it, from 1799 until his death forty years later. After that, the British marched in, grabbed the Koh-i-Noor for Queen Victoria and absorbed the Sikh Empire into their own.

That unwelcome embrace endured for a hundred years and ended in horror. Indeed, the British may have been the original curse of Khalistan. Ever since they carved it up, too many quests for glory in Punjab have come to ruin.



3

DEATH IN THE LENTIL FIELDS

THE CURSE CAME EARLY for Intekhab Ahmed Zia – at 5.30 in the morning. 

He was still in his twenties, but Zia had already made a name for himself in Pakistan – not just as a dedicated Islamist but as the man to know in Lahore for Sikh and Kashmiri militants fighting against India. Zia was an educated, wealthy young man who could connect them with the powerful Inter-Services Intelligence agency of Pakistan, the ISI. Enemies of India could turn to him for help with weapons, medical care or safe haven.

Pakistan’s leadership had long seen the Khalistani breakaway movement as useful – one more stick with which to beat India. For Intekhab Zia, though, navigating the jungle of gunmen and spies in Lahore was one thing – but now, in October 1992, he was in much deeper waters. He had ventured illegally into India to join an international terrorist with a horrifying record – a man who had slaughtered 300 innocents with a single bomb.

Officially, Zia was visiting relatives in India. He didn’t have any, but never mind; the Pakistani foreign ministry said he was ‘an innocent tourist’ with ‘no terrorist linkages whatsoever’. If so, he was a tourist with a rocket launcher in his car. What’s more, his infamous companion was no less than the self-styled ‘living martyr’ of the Sikhs, Talwinder Singh Parmar. It was Parmar who now led Zia to a real and messy martyrdom.

The Sikh independence struggle was sputtering in 1992 and the Punjab police, mostly Sikhs themselves, were not gentle – not after 1,400 of their fellow officers and many of their family members had been killed by separatists trying to smash the rule of law in Punjab.1 But, on the morning of 15 October, the police had the advantage. An informer had tipped them off that Parmar and a gang of gunmen had been seen in a pair of Maruti cars near the town of Phillaur, not far from Ludhiana. Senior Superintendent of Police (SSP) Satish Kumar Sharma ordered a net of early-morning roadblocks to catch them. 

At dawn, the sarpanch (headman) of the tiny village of Nagar set off down a dusty canal road on his scooter, with a friend riding pillion, when they noticed two Marutis approaching a bridge at the next village, a hardscrabble place called Kang Araiyan. Then they were startled by gunshots, and more gunshots. The firing went on and on, they told an inquiry later, for two hours.

The police had set up one of their roadblocks on that bridge and had wisely taken cover. The occupants of the Marutis were not interested in a conversation. On being stopped, six gunmen scrambled out of the cars and raced into the surrounding lentil fields, firing wildly at the police to cover their escape. They had come prepared for something serious: in addition to the rocket launcher, they had three AK-47s, grenades, a machine gun with a drum magazine, a pistol, a revolver and ample ammunition. Only the rocket launcher was left behind in the rush to the fields.

[image: Images]

Talwinder Singh Parmar in 1989, posing at a weapons bazaar in Darra, Pakistan, near the Afghan frontier. 

Source: 1984Tribute.com

Talwinder Parmar’s luck was running out. He had left Punjab for Canada in 1970, and acquired Canadian citizenship in 1976. Thereafter, he used both Canada and Pakistan as bases for his rise to prominence in the Sikh struggle. A 1981 foray into Indian Punjab ended with an arrest warrant for the murders of two policemen. He escaped to Canada, which refused to extradite him to India, as did West Germany when he visited there to find recruits for his new terrorist group, the Babbar Khalsa International. The Germans held him in jail for a year but then let him go. Western governments were not keen to take sides in India’s internal battles.

So Parmar was free to roam. Draped in the robes of a medieval warrior-priest, with an elaborate turban and pointed slippers curled up at the toes, he raised money in Sikh temples and preached a puritanical brand of Sikhism. He also dabbled in real estate, sent cash to hijackers, plotted bombings and assassinations, promised to ‘kill 50,000 Hindus’, swore that ‘Indian planes will fall from the sky’ and schemed to make that happen.2 He was a criminal, but he wasn’t lazy. 

He was also careful to use a payphone, or to talk in a back lane when touchy subjects came up. Still, Canadian authorities watched him, bugged his home phone and twice arrested him – once for possessing explosives in the bombing of Air India Flight 182,3 and once for plotting to blow up the Indian parliament. Both prosecutions were botched and came to nothing. Canada, as we will see, was where Sikh terrorism cases went to die.

By 1988, Parmar was back in Pakistan. He remained underground, smuggling guns into Indian Punjab, until his dash into the lentil fields at Kang Araiyan in 1992. By then, the Indian police had been trying to catch him for ten years. 

This time, the odds were in their favour, as more officers rushed from other roadblocks nearby and converged on the canal bridge. 

Two of the six gunmen fell in the first minutes of shooting. The other four fought on. SSP Sharma ordered covering fire as he crawled through the tall crops towards Parmar. He made it to a farm building which protected him when Parmar hurled a grenade, and then another. Sharma climbed to the roof with his own AK-47 and found himself with a clear shot at Parmar. In the next lentil patch, Zia had set up the machine gun but was taking police fire from all directions. 

By 7.30 in the morning, all six gunmen were dead.
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THE INQUIRY

THE BODIES OF THE six were dragged out of the fields, laid out and searched. Intekhab Zia’s pockets held a Pakistani passport, a fat wad of twenty-one $100 bills and a three-day visa for India, which had run out five months earlier, in May. 

A second man also carried a Pakistani passport, in the name of Habibullah. Later, though, it turned out to be fake. He was actually an Indian national – a Muslim from Drugmulla in Kashmir’s Kupwara district – working alongside Zia as an explosives expert for the ISI.1 His real name was Ghuman Nabi Baba, and his wife came forward when she saw his picture in the newspaper. She said he had left her and their two young daughters the previous year to ‘sell shawls in Punjab’, but never returned. His father and the local police chief confirmed all that. The other four men were Sikhs – three local youths and their leader, Talwinder Parmar, who was quickly identified by a policeman from the same village as Parmar.

In view of Parmar’s importance as an international terrorist, the Indian government ordered an inquiry and assigned it to a Delhi bureaucrat, V.K. Jain, of the Ministry of Home Affairs. Jain’s committee obtained a police report on Parmar’s activities and took sworn statements from twenty-five witnesses – police officers, relatives and comrades of the dead, a doctor who conducted the post-mortems, clerics who administered the last rites and the villagers who heard the shots and saw the bodies.

Parmar’s mother, Surjit Kaur, and his sister, Mohinder Kaur, also gave depositions. They lived not far away in Parmar’s home village of Panchhat and confirmed his identity. Surjit Kaur signed her statement with an impression of her right thumb. Two other intriguing witnesses were not local but were easy to find, since they were imprisoned Sikh militants. Both were comrades of Parmar who had been captured separately, inside India, during the preceding months. One was Lal Singh, also known as Manjit Singh, who had once slipped illegally into Canada to hide when wanted by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the FBI, for an assassination plot in New Orleans. 

Lal Singh said he and Parmar were regular visitors to Intekhab Zia’s house in Lahore and that a senior Canadian Khalistani, Satinderpal Singh Gill of British Columbia, told them to follow the instructions of an ISI agent named Waqar. Lal added that Parmar bought weapons from an ISI-sponsored arms and drugs dealer named Fazal-ur-Rehman in Darra, near Pakistan’s Afghan frontier. It was Zia, he said, who made the introductions. Lal also said the Sikhs trained with Muslim fighters from Kashmir and with a Pakistani Islamist group, Jamaat-e-Islami (JeI).2

The following are excerpts from V.K. Jain’s report on prison interviews with Lal Singh, also known as Manjit Singh.

[image: Images]

The other prisoner interviewed was Gurdip Singh Sivia, a British leader of Parmar’s faction of the Babbar Khalsa. Sivia confirmed Lal’s account and said Zia knew all the Sikh militants operating in Pakistan, such as Satinderpal Singh Gill.3 Also a senior figure in the International Sikh Youth Federation (ISYF), Gill has long held sway at the Dasmesh Darbar gurdwara in Surrey, British Columbia (BC). The gurdwara displays a life-size portrait honouring Talwinder Parmar as a martyr.

Appended to V.K. Jain’s report is a 1993 memorandum from another, unrelated Gill – K.P.S. Gill, also a Sikh, and the police chief of Punjab at the time. Gill became a national hero for crushing the separatist insurgency, albeit with ruthless tactics. Gill reported that in the months before his death, Parmar bought a formidable arsenal in Pakistan: 150 AK-47s, ten machine guns and five rocket launchers, along with handguns, plastic explosives and Russian Dragunov sniper rifles.4

[image: Images]

Talwinder Parmar at the Darra gun market in Pakistan with a machine gun and drum magazine. He was equipped with something similar when he was killed. 

Source: 1984Tribute.com

Shown below are excerpts from a memo issued in 1993 by Punjab police chief K.P.S. Gill. The memo includes Talwinder Parmar’s shopping list in Pakistan. Gill also mentions that Parmar was exploring a ‘K-2’ alliance of Khalistani and Muslim Kashmiri forces against India.

[image: Images]

Furthermore, Gill states that Parmar had asked the Pakistanis for experts in explosives to train Sikh militants inside Punjab – which, according to Gill, was the mission of Gulam Nabi Baba, the Kashmiri who died with Parmar at Kang Araiyan. 

In January 1993, A.K. Suri, inspector-general of police (IGP) in Indian Kashmir, added that Baba was a member of the Hizbul Mujahideen, an Islamist group trying to break Jammu and Kashmir5 away from India to join Pakistan.6

But even as Pakistan-based Khalistani networks established clandestine gun-running routes into India, a network of Indian informers was close behind them. Lal Singh, Sivia and Parmar were all captured in 1992; in 1993, so was Sohan Singh, who led his own faction of the so-called Panthic Committee, affiliated with the Khalistan Commando Force (KCF). Sohan Singh was personally interrogated by K.P.S. Gill and told him:

The ISI men told me in Pakistan that to promote terrorism in Punjab was their national policy irrespective of change of political leadership. They also said that supply of weapons to terrorists in India was not a problem as they could deliver them in Delhi. They are very serious to reactivate terrorist activities in Punjab to the extent they put even heads of terrorist outfits camping in Pakistan to rigorous training like other trainees.7

The two Marutis at the canal bridge, then, had been carrying an Indian nightmare made flesh: a well-armed, well-trained alliance of Sikh separatists with Pakistani and Kashmiri Islamists.
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PARTITION

THE LIFE AND DEATH of Talwinder Parmar reveals much about the dynamics of the Khalistan insurgency and the crucial role played by Pakistan as a refuge, a base of operations and a source of weapons. But the roots of the struggle run deeper, into the wreckage of the British Raj. 

Historians of the Middle East may argue the point, but nowhere does the caricature of clueless British bureaucrats, drawing lines on maps of strange lands, seem more apt than in the hellish Partition of India in 1947. The British were running for the exits, and there would be blood. 

The Radcliffe Line, dividing a mostly-Muslim Pakistan from a mostly-Hindu India, was indeed drawn by a hapless British lawyer, Sir Cyril Radcliffe, who was given just five weeks to draw borders across a land he had never seen before. The Second World War had bankrupted the British. They couldn’t afford an empire anymore. The orders were to draw the damn line and get out.

Sir Cyril did his duty and drew the new borders so that the Muslims got their country and the Hindus got theirs. As absurd as it seems now, he even gave the Muslims two wholly separate territories that were supposed to be run as one country – West and East Pakistan. But the Sikhs – a small minority in India, many of whom fought with distinction in the British Army – did not get a new country. Worse, the Radcliffe line sliced right through their homeland in Punjab.

It wasn’t only the Sikhs who were aghast. Muslims had agitated for their own country, but Partition stranded millions of them on the Hindu side of the line, just as millions of Hindus and Sikhs found themselves on the Muslim side, in Pakistan. They weren’t wanted there. The deadline came, the bell tolled and ‘midnight’s children’, as Salman Rushdie dubbed them, were born into a bloodbath.

Hindus and Sikhs fled east, or were driven out of the new Muslim land with fire and sword. Muslims fled west and many were cut down as they ran. It was ethnic cleansing on a grotesque, even immeasurable scale. Nobody counted the fallen. The best estimates run from ten to fifteen million people displaced and at least one million lives erased in massacres, in revenge massacres and in revenge for the revenge.1

Sikhs did their share of both the killing and the dying. Roughly a quarter of a million lay among the dead – but it’s not clear that they would have fared better if Punjab had been left intact. Even in the good old days of Ranjit Singh’s Sikh Empire, there was no Sikh majority in Punjab. According to a 1941 census, 53 per cent of the people of undivided Punjab were Muslim, 29 per cent were Hindu and only 15 per cent were Sikh.2 The Sikhs weren’t going to win this, no matter where the line went.

But no party felt like a winner. Why did India end up with half of Muslim Kashmir? Why did Pakistan get Lahore, the ancient capital of the Sikhs? Everybody had grievances. After Partition, Sikhs in Punjab chafed under Hindu dominance but at first sought greater autonomy, not outright independence. In the 1980s, though, that quest evolved into an independence struggle and a ferocious Sikh insurgency which cost 21,000 lives and wrecked the economy of a once prosperous state. 

That bare statistic – 21,000 lives – does little to convey the impact of the loss. For comparison, consider the Irish ‘Troubles’, which ran on for thirty years and shocked both sides of the Irish Sea with the scale and savagery of the sectarian carnage. Some 3,532 people were killed, including 1,840 civilians, 2,954 security forces, and 567 Protestant and Catholic paramilitaries.3 

As ghastly as this was for those who endured it, it is eclipsed by the blood spilled in Punjab during a much shorter period – six times as many lives were lost in less than half the time. A total of 21,469 people died in the course of some twelve years of fighting in Punjab.4

In just two peak years – 1990 and 1991 – 5,058 civilians, 1,003 police officers and 3,497 separatist fighters were killed – in all, 9,558 men, women and children. The separatists made little attempt to target combatants, so enormous collateral losses were routine. When a key Babbar Khalsa leader, Sukhdev Singh Babbar, was killed by police in August 1992, it was not enough for Khalistani gunmen to kill thirty-seven officers in revenge. They also killed sixty-three members of police families.

For sheer, wanton slaughter of civilians, though, nothing compares with the massacre by Canadian Khalistanis of 331 civilians who had nothing whatsoever to do with the conflict. That was the 1985 Air India bombing, designed to achieve … what? One police witness quoted Talwinder Parmar’s deputy, Ajaib Singh Bagri, as saying it would force the Indian government to ‘come on their knees and give them Khalistan’.5 Even in theory, that notion sounds like a wild, tragic fantasy. In reality, it produced nothing but misery – no independent state, no concessions, no deals, nothing.

A generation later, the dream of an independent Land of the Pure still has some allure for a small minority in the global Sikh diaspora. But to those living in Punjab, which is still home to three-quarters of the world’s Sikhs, it fizzled out twenty-five years ago. 

That has much to do with the fact that Sikhs are not aliens in India. They weren’t before Partition and they aren’t now. Though only 2 per cent of India’s immense population, they’ve succeeded far beyond their numbers in the military, the professions and the bureaucracy. Today, India has had a Sikh president and also a Sikh prime minister of distinction. Manmohan Singh, an economist born in what is now Pakistan, migrated to India after Partition and was no less Indian for also being a Sikh.

Nor is Punjab less Indian for being 58 per cent Sikh. In fact, although Khalistanis often claim to speak for all Sikhs – even suggesting that it’s anti-Sikh to be anti-separatist – Sikh voters in Punjab have shown otherwise, and resoundingly, in recent years. In the 2017 state elections, the great majority of Sikhs not only ignored the separatists but chose a fiercely anti-separatist Sikh, Capt. Amarinder Singh, to lead a Congress party government dedicated to Indian unity. Even worse news for Khalistanis lay in the details of that election.6

The grimmest detail is this: the separatists won just 0.32 per cent of the votes. Repudiation doesn’t get much clearer than that. They didn’t even get close to 1 per cent. More voters, in fact, picked ‘NOTA’ – None Of The Above.7 

That microscopic harvest of votes is something to ponder, considering that it followed decades in which Khalistanis insisted that India was hell on earth for the Sikhs, with a government intent on ‘genocide’. Millions of Sikh voters didn’t agree. Plainly, they saw more relevant issues in the election and Sikh-majority districts were Capt. Amarinder’s strongest supporters. The district with the largest Sikh majority – Tarn Taran, which is 93 per cent Sikh – gave him all of its seats. 

It wasn’t that people were just indifferent to politics: the turnout was 77 per cent. Nor were the separatists inexperienced or obscure; they were led by an eminent former member of parliament and veteran of the Khalistan cause, Simranjit Singh Mann. He headed a splinter group of the venerable Sikh party, the Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD). Yet his SAD (Amritsar) faction won no seats at all. 

This was not an unexpected failure or a blip in an otherwise glorious record. Rather, it was in keeping with a long-term trend. There was a time, in 1989, when Mann’s party won eight seats in the lower House of the national parliament, the Lok Sabha. But in the 2007 election in Punjab, all thirty-seven of his candidates were defeated and lost their security deposits. None were elected in the 2009 national elections, or in the 2012 state elections, or in the 2014 national vote. So the nearly invisible support that the Khalistanis won in 2017 wasn’t unusual at all.

The Khalistan movement seemed to have come a long way – backwards.
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PAKISTAN’S ROLE

In the seven decades since Partition, Sikhs have spread out across the globe and can be found in Frankfurt, Reggio Emilia, and Yuba City, California. Large numbers have settled in the West London district of Southall, in Brampton, Ontario and in Surrey, British Columbia. 

Canada, with about 500,000 Sikhs, and the United Kingdom, with about 430,000, have the largest share of the Sikh diaspora. It is there that an energetic minority still hopes to end what they call India’s ‘illegal occupation’ of Punjab. Not Pakistan’s occupation of the other half, mind you – just India’s.

There’s a reason why Pakistan’s ‘occupation’ gets a free pass: living in the West is a problem if you’re trying to run an insurrection in Punjab. No western country offers the opportunity to slip across the border into India, and none offers clandestine government support for an armed revolt. 

For that, there’s no substitute. You need Pakistan. Pakistan’s interest in making trouble for India was foundational, but the Khalistan movement didn’t offer much to work with until fanned into life by its patriarch, Dr Jagjit Singh Chauhan, a dentist and politician who left Punjab for London and declared himself the President of Khalistan in 1971.


[image: Images]

A tweet by Sikhs for Justice on 2 April 2018. The account was later suspended by Twitter in response to Indian government complaints.


The geopolitics of the time gave Chauhan some natural allies. His plan suited both American and Pakistani interests in punishing Indira Gandhi’s government for its anti-American tilt towards Moscow. The Americans and the Pakistanis both wanted the Russians out of Afghanistan, and that made American allies out of the Pakistani Taliban.

Chauhan had barely begun his quest when he was warmly received in Pakistan by its military dictator, Gen. Yahya Khan. Then he went to New York and on 12 October 1971, took out an advertisement in The New York Times proclaiming the birth of Khalistan.1

[image: Images]

‘We are going to wait no more,’ the ad declared. ‘Today we are launching the final crusade …We are a nation in our own right.’ 

Indian intelligence agents grumbled that the ad was actually paid for by the Pakistani Embassy in Washington.2 True or not, Pakistan’s interest in Khalistan was turbocharged two months later by its humiliating defeat in the December 1971 war with India. The result was that East Pakistan was torn off to become an independent nation – Bangladesh – with the added ignominy that 93,000 Pakistani soldiers surrendered to the Indian Army. 

The Pakistani military was disgraced, Gen. Yahya Khan lost his job and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto took over as president. Even so, Bhutto inherited the Khalistan project, spiced with the prospect of revenge.

Watching this was the writer and broadcaster Tarek Fatah, a Muslim from Pakistan who now lives in Canada. As a young journalist in 1973, Fatah heard Bhutto pledge at an off-the-record briefing to break off a piece of India – Khalistan – to avenge the shame of 1971. ‘Pakistan will also have a Bangladesh, carved out of India,’ Fatah quotes Bhutto as saying, ‘except it will be on Pakistan’s border.’3

That last phrase was significant because revenge was not all that the Pakistanis wanted. There were strategic interests, too. Husain Haqqani, a former Pakistani ambassador to Washington, says that ‘bleeding’ India was the immediate motive, but that Pakistan also wanted to create a strategic ‘buffer’ between India and Pakistan. Such a buffer state, Haqqani says, would ‘end India’s land access to Kashmir’ – and Kashmir was and is a perennial focus of Pakistani policy. 4

So what is clear is that Pakistan wasn’t driven by a desire to create a paradise for the Sikhs. This was about revenge and geography. As the Khalistan movement grew, a mostly-unclassified 1987 assessment by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) laid out what a disaster any loss of Punjab would be for India’s defence strategy. Here is an excerpt from ‘India and the Sikh Challenge,’ CIA, March 1987:5 

[image: Images]

Haqqani adds that India is strong enough to maintain its grip on Punjab, meaning that, realistically, Pakistan can only hope to ‘bleed’ India, leaving its grander, strategic goals out of reach. But helping Khalistanis to make trouble in India was a lot cheaper and safer than conventional warfare – and it wasn’t empty talk. 

In fact, according to Jagjit Chauhan, Bhutto offered him Pakistan as a base for his Khalistan campaign. Speaking to India Today in 1993, Chauhan said Bhutto had urged him twenty years earlier to set up shop on holy ground for the Sikhs inside Pakistan, at Nankana Sahib, birthplace of the first Sikh guru, Guru Nanak. Chauhan emphasized that the Pakistani offer was not out of brotherly love for the Sikhs – quite the reverse:

They didn’t care about Khalistan or about the Sikhs. They were cynically exploiting the Sikhs. This was something I’d been told by Pakistanis themselves. … Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who was rebuilding Pakistan after the 1971 war, invited me to meet him in New York … I remember meeting his delegation in a hotel room. They said, ‘Sardarji, you have the keys to Nankana Sahib. Come there, we’ll help you and make it the capital of Khalistan. Start the movement from here.’ And why shouldn’t he have done it? He wanted revenge for Bangladesh.6
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AMRITSAR: BHINDRANWALE  AND BLUE STAR

THE PAKISTANIS STILL NEEDED something concrete to support, though – meaning, an actual independence movement inside Indian Punjab. In London, Chauhan was talking mainly to himself, while in Punjab, throughout the 1970s, Sikh demands stopped short of separation.

Instead, the mainstream Sikh party, the Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD), stood for greater autonomy for Punjab, including better water rights and the recognition of Sikhism as a religion distinct from Hinduism. But the Anandpur Sahib Resolution – a programme set out by the Akalis in 1973 and re-adopted in 1978 – explicitly recognized India as one nation and left foreign affairs and defence in the hands of the Central government.1 

The resolution states that ‘the Shiromani Akali Dal recognizes that India is a federal and republican geographical entity of different languages, religions and cultures’. The SAD president, Harchand Singh Longowal, made clear that independence was not the goal:

Let us make it clear once and for all that the Sikhs have no designs to get away from India in any manner. What they simply want is that they should be allowed to live within India as Sikhs, free from all direct and indirect interference and tampering with their religious way of life. Undoubtedly, the Sikhs have the same nationality as other Indians.2

That didn’t stop the Central government from seeing the resolution as secessionist. But the separatist fire didn’t really catch until the early 1980s, with the rise of Jarnail Singh Bhindranwale, who was to become the martyred messiah of Khalistan.

Bhindranwale, dubbed by his followers a sant, or saint, was a charismatic preacher who, despite also being a suspected serial murderer, gained a high degree of impunity by surrounding himself with armed men and defying all attempts to bring him to heel. His followers saw him as the authentic voice of the Sikhs, in contrast to SAD’s lukewarm, vacillating leadership.

Although he is often portrayed as the archetypal Khalistani, Bhindranwale was in practice more of a puritan, preaching the old-time religion, than he was a separatist politician. He condemned the use of alcohol and tobacco, but was non-committal when asked if he wanted an independent state. He preferred to talk about religion, and railed against Hindus and Hinduism. When a young Sikh lawyer from Canada, Ujjal Dosanjh, tried to engage him in a political discussion in 1983, Dosanjh found Bhindranwale to be ‘obsessed with my hair’ – ranting about the fact that Dosanjh had cut it. He called Dosanjh a ‘bastard’, threatened to have his throat cut and said nothing about Khalistan.3

It was clear, though, that Bhindranwale wanted more autonomy for Sikhs in general and total autonomy for himself in particular. He held court, passed judgment on local disputes, issued edicts on religious matters and sent death squads to settle scores. An editor who criticized him, Lala Jagat Narain, was murdered in 1981 and Bhindranwale was arrested as a suspect. His supporters hijacked a plane and demanded his release; he was released at the urging of Congress leaders.

Much commentary has rightly focused on the evidence that Bhindranwale was indulged by Indira Gandhi’s Congress party – notably by her son, Sanjay – in a scheme to divide and conquer the Sikhs.4 The idea was to let Bhindranwale run riot up to a point, making the Akalis look weak, and then order a crowd-pleasing crackdown which would propel the Congress to victory in the next national elections. The counter-theory is that the Akalis also hoped to use Bhindranwale as ‘our stave to beat the government’, in the words of Longowal.5

Whoever nurtured this Frankenstein’s monster – probably both the Congress and Akalis – it was soon obvious that Bhindranwale was out of control. Corpses accumulated and a demoralized police force kept its distance, even when its own were the victims. In April of 1983, a senior police officer, Avtar Singh Atwal, paid the price for disrupting one of Bhindranwale’s killing squads: he was shot dead after praying at the Golden Temple and his body was left to rot in the sun while the local police station did nothing. Police chief K.P.S. Gill wrote later:

Ugly as the Atwal murder was, however, it was only a beginning. On May 4, 1984, a badly mutilated body was found near the Golden Temple Complex. Less than twenty days later, another body was discovered from a gutter behind Guru Nanak Niwas – Bhindranwale’s ‘temporary residence’. Both the victims had been severely tortured. From this point on, this became a regular feature; bodies, mutilated, hacked to pieces, stuffed into gunny bags, kept appearing mysteriously in the gutters and sewers around the Temple. The shrine, whose image can be found in every Sikh home, in every Sikh heart, had been transformed into a place of torture and of execution.6

The bloodletting had already spread far beyond the Golden Temple, propelled by Bhindranwale’s venomous anti-Hindu speeches and by a feeble response from the state and national governments. Khalistani gunmen, it seemed, were out to rid the state of Hindus.

In October of 1983, six Hindu passengers were pulled off a bus near the village of Dhilwan and shot dead. Then, a train was derailed and nineteen passengers killed. Next, another bus was hijacked and four Hindus shot. In February of 1984, six policemen were kidnapped by Bhindranwale’s men near the Golden Temple and one was killed. The police politely asked for their men to be released and did nothing about the murder.7

The extremists were emboldened and in rapid succession, a politician, a professor, an air-force officer, a Hindu shopkeeper and another senior policeman were all murdered. More than eighty people were killed in the space of two months, and three hundred in the next three months. Eleven more Hindus were pulled off a bus, robbed and killed. Bhindranwale fortified his headquarters inside the Golden Temple and his gunmen took sandbagged positions on nearby buildings. By early June of 1984, the crackdown was overdue.8

Prime Minister Indira Gandhi considered her military options and was advised to send in commandos by helicopter to snatch Bhindranwale from the rooftop where he held court each day. Inexplicably, that surgical strike is not at all what happened.9 

Instead, on 1 June 1984, Operation Blue Star happened. The Indian Army blundered into the temple with tanks, destroyed much of the sacred complex and killed hundreds of people, including Bhindranwale and many innocent pilgrims.
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‘BLOOD FOR BLOOD!’

THE OUTCOME OF OPERATION Blue Star was a global storm of Sikh rage and a surge of recruits to the separatist cause. Thousands of Sikhs turned out in Vancouver to burn Indira Gandhi in effigy. In the front row of the protest, Inderjit Singh Reyat – the mechanic from Vancouver Island who would soon be recruited to build the bombs that brought down the Air India plane – was seen hacking at the smoking effigy with a long sword. Next to him was the self-styled consul general of Khalistan, Surjan Singh Gill – the man who backed out of the bomb plot at the last minute.1

Both looked for leadership to Talwinder Parmar, who reached for Bhindranwale’s mantle as he gathered donations of cash and jewellery at gurdwaras across Canada. In Toronto, he leveraged the anger towards India to multiply these donations and he had an instinct for spectacle. When one woman offered a large bundle of jewellery, Parmar told her not to give it in private but to present it at the gurdwara to spur others to do likewise. Her husband did so.

Throughout this period, Canadian authorities were well aware that Parmar was intent on violence. Although the government had refused to extradite him to India, he was placed under surveillance as soon as he returned from his detention in Germany and a stream of secret reports painted him as the most dangerous terrorist threat then operating in Canada.
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Extracts from a Canadian Security Intelligence Service report on Talwinder Parmar’s activities from July to the end of October 1984. 

Air India Inquiry exhibit

Parmar’s status within the Khalistan movement had been enhanced by his year-long imprisonment in West Germany and it continued to grow. Soon after the attack on the Golden Temple, he was invited to give a keynote address in New York to the founding convention of the World Sikh Organization (WSO), then being established to unite Sikh separatists under one umbrella.

At the end of July 1984, a crowd of infuriated Sikhs from all over the world packed into Madison Square Garden in New York City. But Parmar did not appear; US immigration would not let him into the country because of his Indian arrest warrant. Ajaib Singh Bagri was travelling with Parmar as the number-two in the Babbar Khalsa International, so Bagri stepped in to speak on Parmar’s behalf.

[image: Images]

Video grab of Ajaib Singh Bagri speaking to the founding convention of the WSO, 28 July 1984, at Madison Square Garden in New York City. 

Video grab captured by the author 

Most days, he drove a forklift in a sawmill in the small British Columbia city of Kamloops, so this was Bagri’s chance to shine. The staging was impressive: a retinue of robed warriors holding curved swords formed a semi-circle behind him. Like the tableau, the speech was a blast out of antiquity.

Although the purpose of the WSO was to create an independent state, Bagri offered no argument for such a state. He had nothing to say about the peace and freedom that Sikhs would enjoy in the sunlit pastures of their new nation. Instead, he seemed to offer just what the crowd wanted: a cry for vengeance. It was all about revenge – revenge for the Indian state’s attack on the Golden Temple. Bagri wanted an army of Sikhs to slaughter Hindus en masse. Delhi itself, he insisted, must be destroyed: 

‘Take young men with you and raze Delhi to the ground!’

The crowd responded with shouted slogans: ‘Hindu dogs! Death to them! Indira bitch! Death to her!’ 

Indira Gandhi was indeed murdered three months later. 

Bagri warmed to his theme.

‘Attack India and demolish it entirely to dust! We will get Khalistan for sure! But first let us take our revenge!’

More slogans: ‘We will shed our blood! We will create Khalistan!’

Bagri warned against ‘traitors’ who spoke of friendship with Hindus or rejected actions like hijacking. ‘If any speaker ever mentions here that Hindus are our brothers he will be denounced as a traitor of the Sikh nation.’

Then Bagri repeated a line of Parmar’s which came to haunt him at his trial, sixteen years later. ‘They say that Hindus are our brothers! Many have said that! But I give you my solemn assurance that, until we kill 50,000 Hindus, we will not rest!’2

‘Indira bitch! Death to her!’

Every Sikh youth, Bagri went on, should join the Babbar Khalsa and gird for battle. ‘What is our goal? Either martyrdom or we have our own country which we call Khalistan. Get ready for martyrdom!’

Only the New York cops spoiled the medieval flavour of the scene. They were there in case of trouble but looked bored, not understanding a word of Punjabi. The crowd wasn’t bored at all.

‘Khalistan will prevail,’ they cried. ‘Revenge! Blood for blood!’3
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REVENGE IS TAKEN, AND TAKEN AGAIN

IT WAS MORE THAN hot air. By then, authorities not just in India but in the US, the UK and Canada all knew that the separatists meant business. Indira Gandhi’s advisors removed all Sikhs from her security detail, but she objected. She knew them and liked them. So they were brought back. On the morning of 31 October 1984, two of her Sikh bodyguards gunned her down.

History was now thundering forward, out of control. 

All over the globe, Sikh militants handed out sweets and danced in the streets to celebrate the death of Indira Gandhi. In Vancouver, one told the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), ‘I am happy today. I’m celebrating. Blood for blood, that’s what the Sikhs believe in. I wanted to kill her but somebody else did.’1

But the jubilation didn’t last long. Soon, more news arrived and the party was over. In New Delhi, incensed mobs had embarked on their own gruesome revenge for the assassination. The Sikh President of India, Giani Zail Singh, was hustled to safety but throughout the city the police looked the other way as influential members of Indira Gandhi’s Congress party egged on the rioters. Thousands of Sikhs were stabbed, beaten and burned to death.

For years, the complicity of the police and the party in this massacre was covered up. The anti-Sikh pogrom that followed the murder of Indira Gandhi – and which spread far beyond Delhi – left a stain on India that could not be hidden, although it took twenty-one years and a Sikh prime minister to admit it. In 2005, Manmohan Singh formally apologized. ‘On behalf of our government, on behalf of the entire people of this country,’ he said, ‘I bow my head in shame that such a thing took place.’2

At the time, though, the revenge for the murder of Indira Gandhi – herself murdered in revenge for Operation Blue Star – produced a thirst for yet more blood. In Punjab, bombs went off in parks, markets and trains. In Canada, the militants were now buoyed by the anger of the wider Sikh community. Indian consulates were trashed and the Indian High Commissioner was attacked with sticks.3

The militants also had a message for any Sikh who wanted to dial down the violence: keep your mouth shut. Solidarity was now mandatory. Even a well-known poet, Gurcharan Rampuri, was severely beaten in Vancouver after writing critically about Bhindranwale.4 That was just the start.
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TURNING UP THE HEAT

ONE WHO WOULD NOT be silenced was a friend of Rampuri’s, the Sikh lawyer and community activist Ujjal Dosanjh, who had confronted Bhindranwale at the end of 1983. He later rose to become premier of British Columbia and Canada’s minister of health – but those jobs didn’t require the daredevil courage that Dosanjh showed in denouncing the violence and the assassination of Indira Gandhi.

He railed at the militants and at the Canadian government for letting them run wild.

‘I’m surprised that these goons are getting through to Canada without any difficulty,’ he said. ‘They should stop preaching hatred at the temples, they should stop being violent with other people who differ from them. And if they really feel so strongly about it they should go back to Khalistan to fight, yes.’1

He knew this was dangerous talk. He knew because he received a stream of death threats. His kids slept on the floor for fear of rocks being thrown through the window. Looking back, he remembered, ‘I would receive threats on my telephone message machine that they would bomb my home, kidnap my children, they would kill my wife. That was the kind of environment we were living in.’2

Still, he went on damning the extremists as ‘goons’ and ‘gangsters’ and urged the government to crack down before the violence got worse.

Instead, in February of 1985, a goon cracked down on him. Fumbling for his keys in the parking lot of his Vancouver law office, Dosanjh heard footsteps and turned to see a tall, bearded man wielding an iron bar, which he brought down repeatedly on Dosanjh’s head.

That would probably have been the end of Dosanjh if his law partner had not appeared in the parking lot, causing the attacker to break off and run. Dosanjh’s fingers were broken, his jaw was knocked out of line and he needed eighty-four stitches to hold his scalp together.
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Ujjal Dosanjh, later a premier of British Columbia and federal minister of health,  in hospital after being beaten outside his law office, February 1985. 

Photo: CBC

The case against Ujjal Dosanjh’s assailant was botched by a novice detective. Dosanjh identified Jaspal Atwal of the International Sikh Youth Federation, but Atwal was freed on a technicality, got a gun and, the following year, shot and wounded a visiting Punjabi cabinet minister on Vancouver Island. Then he went to prison for attempted murder. (His role as an international embarrassment for Canada was far in the future and is discussed below.)

In August of 1985, a few months after the attack on Dosanjh, Balraj Deol was attacked in Toronto. His Hindu-Sikh Forum had called a press conference to applaud a peace agreement between Akali Dal leader Harchand Singh Longowal and Rajiv Gandhi, who had succeeded his murdered mother as India’s prime minister. 

The beating of Deol did not seem to light a fire under the police, though. Instead, they seemed clueless about what was happening. Officers came to grill Deol – as if he were a suspect in the Air India bombing – on the grounds that he was friendly with the Indian consulate, and because Sikh militants were claiming that the Indian government blew up its own plane. The police seemed to think that Deol was punished in a reprisal for the bombing, and that catching the thugs who nearly killed him was not a priority. 

Longowal, meanwhile, was shot dead in Punjab by separatist gunmen a month later, on 20 August 1985, and those gunmen spent years in prison. Deol’s assailants did not. Instead, they went on their own killing rampage in Punjab.

The level of violence in Canada was such that it astonished even British Sikhs, who were going through their own days of rage, although with a more robust official response. 

Piara Khabra of the Labour Party, Britain’s first Sikh MP, was similarly threatened by separatist thugs in his west London district of Southall. He said his life was largely taken over for a while by vigilant officers from London’s Metropolitan Police, who escorted him everywhere and insisted he not drive his own car. When I interviewed Khabra in 2003, he was baffled by the free rein given to Khalistanis in Canada:

The sort of terrorism which was taking place in Canada was worse than what happened here in this country. We used to listen to the stories, read in the newspapers and I think it was a terrible situation in Canada. I don’t know why the Canadian government did not worry about this sort of situation and decide to take some positive steps actually. I can’t understand that.3

He was not alone. Posted to New Delhi in the early 1980s, Canada’s high commissioner, Bill Warden, was repeatedly summoned to be scolded for Canada’s nonchalant attitude to the violence – first by Indira Gandhi’s government and then, after her death, by Rajiv Gandhi’s.

Warden’s position was especially painful because he thought the Indians were entirely correct. He reported in his memoirs that two months before she was assassinated, Indira Gandhi’s last letter to a Canadian official was to then prime minister John Turner, complaining ‘in explicit terms’ that Sikh groups in Canada were financing violence against India while receiving ‘multiculturalism’ funds from the government in Ottawa.4 Indirectly, in other words, Canadian taxpayers were paying to kill Indians.

A generation later, that complaint hasn’t gone away. At the time, High Commissioner Warden reported that the Indian tongue-lashings didn’t end, either: 

At virtually the same time that I was providing, on instruction from Ottawa, assurances to the [Indian] foreign secretary with regard to the upgraded security being provided at Indian missions in Canada, an armed gunman walked into the consulate general in Toronto, fired some shots, and then slipped away unimpeded. Through the late spring and summer of that year, I was summoned to the foreign ministry to receive strong protests on some eighteen occasions.5

When Air India was bombed, he added this: ‘[The] tragedy had been fully preventable. Warnings of potential disaster had been delivered in spades. The failure of the Canadian authorities to act was, consequently, one of the root causes.’6

That inaction continued to have deadly effects. A year later, Kulwinder Singh Malhi, one of Balraj Deol’s unpunished attackers, went to a Pakistani training camp for Khalistani recruits and, from there, crossed into India. In July of 1987, he joined a Khalistan Commando Force death squad, which attacked a bus near the village of Lalru in Punjab.7

It was one of the most horrifying scenes in a decade of many massacres. Malhi’s gang killed thirty-eight bus passengers and were so reckless that they herded the Hindus into the middle of the bus, then fired on them from both ends, accidentally killing one of their own. Malhi was eventually shot by police and is now glorified back in Toronto as another martyr, with a fine portrait of him and his guns on the wall of the langar hall in Canada’s largest Sikh temple, the Malton gurdwara.
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Kulwinder Singh Malhi, one of a gang which attacked Balraj Deol in Toronto  in August 1985, took part in a massacre of Hindu bus passengers near Lalru, Punjab, in July 1987. He is pictured as a martyr on the wall of the langar hall at the gurdwara in Malton in Toronto. 

Photo: Malton gurdwara

The open reverence for dead killers has been a consistent feature of the Khalistan movement. No matter how innocent their victims and no matter the damage done to the killers’ own cause, the routine is the same: a picture of them posing with a gun is framed and hung on the wall in a gallery of martyrs.

All of this hero-worship is supposedly born of gratitude for the work of the martyrs towards the cause of an independent state for the Sikhs. It’s apparently impolite to notice that they did nothing to create such a state, or that the prospect is now more remote than ever. Nor has it ever been clear how that state might result from the wanton killings, notably of Sikhs, such as Punjab policemen and their families. There’s surprisingly little talk, in fact, about what kind of state Khalistan might be – although we are told it will be a big one. It’s not just about Punjab.
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WHAT IS ‘KHALISTAN’? 

THE CHARACTER OF KHALISTAN, other than it being for the Sikhs, is a matter of guesswork. How will it be governed and where, exactly, will it be?

On the first question – governance – it’s remarkable that the group organizing a referendum on sovereignty for Punjab – ‘Sikhs for Justice’ (SfJ) – offers nothing on its website to say what kind of state it proposes and who would run it. Is it to be a democracy? A theocracy? Will other religions have equal rights? Can the Hindus stay? Or will there be a kind of Partition 2.0 where they will be expelled? 

The answers are elusive, and not just because the SfJ and the referendum are both banned in India and dozens of SfJ websites have been blocked.1

The Indian government’s criminalization of mere advocacy for a referendum has, inevitably, played into the separatists’ hands, giving them both an instance of official censorship and an excuse for any failure to attract support for such a vote. Still, none of that explains the reluctance of the separatists to offer a clear vision, even outside India’s borders, of what a new Khalistan would look like.

The main SfJ website, accessed in Canada, offers plenty about the horrors of 1984, the brutality of Operation Blue Star and the appalling massacres of Sikhs after the murder of Indira Gandhi. There are documents on the right of self-determination and on the Indian Constitution’s denial of a separate religious identity to Sikhs. But there is not a word about any proposed constitution of Khalistan.

One site that does offer such a constitution obscures as much as it reveals. 1984Tribute.com is a site honouring Khalistani shaheeds, but offers no indication of who is behind it, who drafted the constitution or who, if anyone, approved it.2 The language of that constitution promises a free-market democracy aligned with the west. Even so, it hardly suggests equal rights for all. The following section seems ominous: ‘Non-Sikh religious organizations will be permitted for their spiritual and missionary activities but will not be permitted to participate in the instruments of government nor in a political capacity.’

Elsewhere, the constitution promises full civil rights to minorities, but simultaneously reserves two-thirds of the law-making power to baptised Sikhs, no matter their actual numbers in the population.

Still, one anonymous website does little to pierce the silence of many others, including those of the SfJ and the WSO, on the details of a proposed Khalistan. It’s been that way for decades. As famous as it became for its call to vengeance, Ajaib Singh Bagri’s hour-long 1984 address to the WSO’s founding convention was mute on what kind of country he was fighting for and how it might ensure a better life for the Sikhs.

A theocratic tendency, though, is suggested by the ferocious religiosity of Khalistanis in the 1980s and 1990s, who marked countless Hindus for death purely because of their religion. Sikhs who weren’t devout enough faced the same fate. Bhindranwale was particularly insistent on religious orthodoxy, as were the robed holy men of Talwinder Parmar’s Babbar Khalsa. And, as Bagri’s wife allegedly decreed, if anyone dared to fly on Air India in defiance of the militants’ orders, well, it was their fault if they got blown up.

Parmar himself showed this same dictatorial tendency in a 1989 interview with Tarsem Singh Purewal, publisher of Des Pardes in London. Purewal reported that, after Parmar fled Canada for Pakistan, he said flying on Air India would be suicidal as it could be bombed again.

‘When bodies burn and fall to the ground, it will be their own fault. It will not be the fault of the Sikhs. It will be the fault of those countries that do not help us,’ said Parmar. Evidently, he imagined himself entitled to decide when innocent travellers should die.

Were these glimpses of the kind of government Khalistan might have? Another clue came from Vancouver Island, where a puritanical Inderjit Reyat, the Air India bomb-maker, was known for standing at the door of his local gurdwara, blocking the entry of Sikhs who had cut their hair. At a wedding, he even tried to block the groom’s father. And Bhindranwale himself, when asked by Ujjal Dosanjh to discuss Punjab’s politics, angrily insisted that Dosanjh grow back his hair. Then, he threatened to cut Dosanjh’s throat. Cutting throats was fine. But not cutting hair.

As for the question of where, exactly, Khalistan would be, that’s more readily answered and is unintentionally revealing. An authoritative example of the proposed borders of Khalistan emerged from the World Sikh Organization’s February 2019 convention in Toronto, hosted by the local chapter of the separatist faction – SAD (Amritsar) – led in Punjab by Simranjit Singh Mann.

The WSO convention featured a map of Khalistan that was produced by Mann’s party and published by Sikhs for Justice (SfJ), the group campaigning for a referendum on Sikh sovereignty and led by a New York lawyer, Gurpatwant Singh Pannun. So the map bears the stamp of all three guiding lights of the modern Khalistani enterprise: the Amritsar faction, the WSO and the SfJ.3

At first glance, it’s definitely an ambitious proposal – incorporating not just Indian Punjab but the Indian states of Haryana, Himachal Pradesh and much of Rajasthan – not to mention the National Capital Territory of Delhi itself.
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Map of Khalistan produced by Simranjit Mann’s separatist party at the WSO 2019 convention and posted on Facebook by the SfJ. It includes several Indian states besides Punjab – and even Delhi – but omits any traditional Sikh lands in Pakistan. 

Source: SfJ, 2019

So, we cannot say the map-makers were not bold – at least, on the eastern side of the Pakistani border. When we look to the west, though, that boldness suddenly and entirely evaporates. 

The map makes clear that the western half of historic Punjab, which is now in Pakistan, would stay in Pakistan. In fact, the proposed Khalistan reaches not one inch past the border decreed by the British in 1947. Who gave Cyril Radcliffe a veto on where Khalistan should go? Answer: the Khalistanis did. They demand nothing of Pakistani Punjab – not even Lahore, the erstwhile capital of Ranjit Singh’s Sikh Empire. But forget the Sikh Empire; this map of Khalistan does not even include the holy ground of Nankana Sahib, the very birthplace of the first Sikh Guru, Guru Nanak. His resting place at Kartarpur, just 4.7 kilometres from the border, is also excluded from the Khalistan map.

All of these places are plainly fundamental to the history and culture of the Sikhs, and an enormous effort has gone into maintaining access to them for Indian Sikh pilgrims via the so-called Kartarpur Corridor. But the Khalistanis don’t even ask for them.

So, they want Delhi, but not Lahore? It is as though Palestinians gave up on Jerusalem without a murmur of dissent. Yet even the most fervent Khalistanis seem to accept this amputated version of their new nation. 

The only explanation is that you don’t bite the hand that feeds you. Those sacred Sikh sites are in Pakistan, upon which the separatists rely for support and for refuge. The map-makers know where their patron sets the limits and presuming upon Pakistan’s generosity could cut the lifeline which kept the dream of Khalistan alive for fifty years. Judging by the silence, Khalistanis know they must either accept an abbreviated country or forget it.

To date, efforts to provide another explanation have not gone well. Writing about the SfJ map in Canada’s English-language website DesibuzzCanada, Bhupinder Liddar said it’s easy to explain why Sikhs are not asking for any Pakistani territory: ‘Answer: Simply because Sikhs are seeking an autonomous state in which they are a majority.’4

A majority? Simple mathematics immediately reveals that Liddar has it backwards. The map ensures a Sikh minority – not even close to a majority. Haryana alone has almost as many people as Punjab and 87 per cent of them are Hindus. Delhi has another 17 million, and they’re 81 per cent Hindu. In Himachal Pradesh it’s 95 per cent, while Rajasthan is 88 per cent Hindu. So the Sikh majority is not there. It would only be achieved if all the Hindus were driven out. Is Partition 2.0 part of the plan, then?

Husain Haqqani, the former Pakistani ambassador to the US, waves the map away. All it shows, he says, is that ‘groups like Sikhs for Justice are not willing to forgo Pakistani support.’

As for Canadian Khalistanis, he says, ‘These people are just being used … there’s no practical way they’re going to get anywhere.’ He adds, ‘Khalistanis in Canada have very little stake in Punjab or India. It’s easy for them to live in a fantasy world – while those who live in [Indian] Punjab and India live in the real world.’5

But so do those who live in Pakistan – where there actually is a kind of slow-motion Partition still in progress. One of the many strange features of the enduring alliance between Khalistanis and Pakistanis is that it survives despite worsening discrimination against all religious minorities in Pakistan, with Sikhs being repeatedly targeted for the abduction and forced conversion of Sikh girls by Muslim men. There have even been attacks on gurdwaras to deter attempts by Sikh families to get their girls back. Protest demonstrations by Indian Sikhs at the Pakistani High Commission in New Delhi have become a regular event and the Sikh population of the Islamic State of Pakistan has dropped to a few thousand, where once there were two million.

Even the great Maharaja Ranjit Singh is not safe. A fine statue of the Lion of Punjab on horseback was erected in 2019 at Lahore Fort, but was vandalized twice in two years. It’s as though Partition never really ended.

The Khalistani-Pakistani alliance, then, is a most uncomfortable marriage of convenience. To devout Muslims, Sikhs are infidels who do not have a place in Pakistan. Khalistanis can stay, though. Indeed, the most prominent Khalistani figure in Pakistan, Gopal Singh Chawla, boasts a cosy and public friendship with a leading Pakistani jihadist, Hafiz Saeed, leader of the Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) Islamist militia. It was Saeed who directed the 26/11 terrorist attacks which killed 166 people in Mumbai in 2008. Untroubled by this, Chawla told an Indian reporter that ‘Hafiz Saeed is my ideal person.’6
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Gopal Singh Chawla, left, with Hafeez Saeed in a frame from a 2015 video. 

Frame from the video 

As strange as this may seem, Sikh militants don’t have a world of choices. It’s hard to see where they might turn for safe haven if not to Pakistan. When Talwinder Parmar fled Canada in 1988, where could he go if not to Pakistan? We can see why another option – a giant new ally – would be a very tempting prospect. 
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CHINA, PAKISTAN AND SIKHS FOR JUSTICE

FOR FIFTY MILLION YEARS, the Indian subcontinent has been grinding against Asia and heaving the Himalayas up into the sky. For the past hundred years, the collision has been more than tectonic. Human politics have also produced rising friction along the disputed mountain border between India and China, where June 2020 saw the deadliest clash in decades between the two giants.

The Islamic Republic of Pakistan is the third force in this contest, and is rapidly becoming a wholly-owned subsidiary of China. Pakistan, it seems, is to be China’s highway to the Arabian Sea.

The vast extent of Chinese investments in Pakistan has been reasonably compared to the Marshall Plan, by which the US rebuilt Europe after the Second World War. Tens of billions of dollars are being invested in ports, roads, rail networks and energy infrastructure which will tie Pakistan to China’s trading system and thereby to its political priorities. Pakistan is key to the immense Chinese ‘Belt and Road’ initiative and, in the process, it is sinking ever more deeply into debt to Beijing.

Both countries have border conflicts with India. It’s easy to see how that can become one conflict with two fronts – if it hasn’t already. Add the fact that it’s a triangle of nuclear powers and the Indian subcontinent may soon challenge the Korean peninsula’s status as the globe’s most likely scene of a nuclear exchange.

Of course, India is hardly friendless. For western countries, notably the US, a tighter link between Pakistan and its big Chinese brother is likely to drive tighter western links with India – certainly as it concerns defence and intelligence-sharing. Already, a series of so-called ‘foundational’ agreements on such exchanges has been agreed between the US and India, while the traditional American compact with Pakistan is fading. Economic and security assistance from Washington to Islamabad is a fraction of what it once was – and this pushes Pakistan into an even closer orbit around China.

Simultaneously, Pakistan is coming under pressure from international lenders over its failure to rein in Islamist groups. If Pakistan were to be blacklisted by the global terrorist financing watchdog, the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), it would lose access to loans from the International Monetary Fund. That prospect, in turn, enhances the value of non-Islamist proxies such as the Khalistanis.

There’s no reason to think that these geopolitical forces will necessarily generate popular support for the moribund Khalistan struggle in Punjab. But that struggle has never depended on popular support. Nobody elected the Babbar Khalsa. In the same way, the wretched treatment of Sikhs in Pakistan has not impeded the courtship of Pakistan by Khalistanis today.

An example is the energetic campaign for a referendum on Sikh independence being run by Gurpatwant Pannun of Sikhs for Justice. Although his campaign and his websites are banned in India, where Pannun himself is officially branded a terrorist, he has boldly pledged fealty in the name of all Khalistanis to India’s sworn enemy. 

In a letter to Prime Minister Imran Khan of Pakistan on 27 February 2019, Pannun wrote, ‘If India ever attacked Pakistan, the Pro-Khalistan Sikhs will extend full support to Pakistan and will stand shoulder to shoulder in thwarting any Indian attack.’1

It is well worth noting here that such an alliance directly contradicts the founding doctrine of the Khalistan movement. Jagjit Singh Chauhan’s 1971 announcement in The New York Times advertised that an independent Sikh state would be ‘the only guarantee for peace on the subcontinent … It will act as a buffer between India and Pakistan. It will be a restraining influence on the two countries. It is the only solution which can prevent a holocaust.’2 

Another New York Times advertisement, on 13 August 1997, by the Council of Khalistan and others, repeated that Khalistan ‘would provide a neutral buffer between Pakistan and India.’ 

So much for neutrality. Soon after his pledge of allegiance to Pakistan, Gurpatwant Pannun began courting the Chinese, too. 

Following the deaths of twenty Indian soldiers in the June 2020 clash with China in the Ladakh border area, Pannun wrote to China’s President, Xi Jinping, on 17 June 2020: 

We are writing to condemn India’s violent aggression causing death of several soldiers of China at the Laddakh [sic] border. We empathise with Chinese people as we are a people whose lands and resources are under Indian occupation and who have faced genocide at the hands of the Indian state since 1947.3

Pannun even went on to appeal directly to Indian soldiers to mutiny or desert, rather than fight the Chinese.
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Internet poster tweeted by Sikhs for Justice, July 2020, urging Sikhs in the Indian Army not to fight China. Four Sikhs were among the twenty Indian soldiers who had died in a clash with Chinese troops in the Ladakh border zone.

Pannun’s tactics sometimes baffle even his allies. His effusive solidarity with India’s foes is not calculated to attract support among Sikhs who see India as their ancestral home – or even among those who wouldn’t mind having their own country but don’t want to live in a perennial state of war with India. Or in a dictatorship. Or under the thumb of Pakistan. Or China. 

Sikhs for Justice has also resorted to outright offers of cash to buy support, or at least the appearance of support. In October of 2020, Pannun promised new iPhones to anyone who flew the Khalistan flag. Inevitably, that raised the question whether a person flying the flag just needed a new phone.
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Sikhs for Justice internet poster, October 2020, offering iPhones  to celebrate the anniversary of Indira Gandhi’s assassination in honour  of one of her assassins, Beant Singh.

Another gambit was to offer cash to protesting farmers in return for their signing up votes for the referendum – and not just a little cash. In January of 2021, Pannun sweetened the pot considerably by promising farmers a quarter of a million dollars to fly the Khalistan flag: 
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Sikhs for Justice notice, January 2021, offering protesting farmers ‘to raise Khalistan flag at India Gate … and receive a reward of USD 250,000.’

Not a bad payday – although there’s little sign that anyone ever really got any of this money. But a far more sinister feature of Pannun’s campaign is its open adoption of terrorist imagery. In Vancouver, SfJ even announced a voter registration centre named for ‘Shaheed Talwinder Singh Parmar’.
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Sikhs for Justice internet poster announcing ‘Shaheed Talwinder Singh Parmar Referendum 2020 Voter Registration Center’, August 2020.

Although Pannun himself has been branded a terrorist by the Indian government, he insists he has no association with terrorism. Nevertheless, by hailing Talwinder Parmar as a revered martyr, the referendum campaign associated itself with a terrorist who killed hundreds of innocent civilians.

So far, though, the so-called ‘Referendum 2020’ is slow in coming. Scheduled for November of 2020, it was delayed until August 2021 – perhaps by the COVID-19 pandemic, although a lack of enthusiasm may also have been a factor.
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A SAFER HAVEN: CANADA

CANADA CANNOT BE COMPARED to Pakistan as a springboard for Khalistani militants in the past forty years, but it has offered them the great advantage of a congenial legal and political environment. The meek Canadian response to the Khalistani challenge was a frequent target of Indian politicians as far back as 1982, when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi complained about it to Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau. Not much came of it. Quite the reverse, in fact. It was Pierre Trudeau’s government which refused the 1982 Indian request to extradite Talwinder Parmar to India for murder, on the quaint grounds that India was insufficiently deferential to the Queen. 

That is not a joke. Canadian diplomats had to tell their Indian counterparts that the extradition protocols between Commonwealth countries would not apply because India only recognized Her Majesty as Head of the Commonwealth, and not as Head of State. Case closed! 

It was exquisite. Canada didn’t have to ponder the evidence against Parmar or keep him locked up, as Germany did for a year while considering another Indian bid to extradite him in 1983. When the Germans finally let him go in 1984, Parmar came back to Canada a free man and a hero to boot.

Indira Gandhi might have been forgiven for hitting the roof, but there’s no record of that. Rather, she and Pierre Trudeau seemed remarkably, even weirdly, in tune with each other. Canada’s high commissioner in New Delhi at the time, Bill Warden, described them communing together non-verbally – even kicking out their aides so they could silently meditate:

Trudeau and Gandhi were on some kind of psychic wavelength and seemed to have the ability to communicate without speaking. There was one interlude of approximately three to four minutes in which not a single word was uttered. I later heard that the record for silence between the two in a single meeting was eighteen minutes!1

A generation later, there seems to be no danger of any psychic connection between Trudeau’s son, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, and Prime Minister Narendra Modi. To date, Modi has left the business of bashing Canadian softness on the Khalistani file to Capt. Amarinder Singh, chief minister of Punjab – and Capt. Amarinder has not been shy about doing it.

But Indian politicians have not always been models of steely determination, either. The police chief who became a national hero in India for crushing the Khalistani insurgency, K.P.S. Gill, is damned by Khalistanis as a brute who oversaw numerous extrajudicial executions. Even his fans acknowledge that he fought fire with fire – and they prefer not to dwell on the details. Gill himself, though, saw the crisis as a stark choice: kill or be killed. What prolonged and multiplied the killing, he argued, was the weakness, vacillation and naïveté of the Indian political class, which put its faith in pointless negotiations with, or appeasement of, a treacherous enemy. 

Speaking of the hellish final years of the struggle, from 1988 to 1993, he wrote: 

While Pakistan had put her whole might behind the Punjab terrorists, the response of the Indian government was marked by indecision, an abject lack of political will, and a yawning policy vacuum … the people of Punjab were betrayed by their political leadership and by the Government. The one truth that stands out above during this phase is that a confused, irresponsible and ill-informed government that follows a policy of conciliation, even capitulation, in the face of terrorism is the cruellest affliction that a troubled people can be called upon to endure.2

Still, even if the political class was as useless as Gill suggests, that neither explains nor excuses the murderous folly of the Khalistani militants, who killed nearly 9,700 Punjabis in just those five years from 1988 to 1993, with 65 per cent of those being Sikhs. Killing was what they did. It was all extrajudicial executions, all the time.

For sheer political stupidity, it is hard to beat their decision to boycott the state elections in 1992. The idea, if we can call it that, was to keep people away from the polls, so that India’s democracy would be discredited and that would somehow constitute a vote in favour of Khalistan. To that imaginary end, election officials and campaign workers were murdered and bombs hurled at campaign offices.

Even so, the polls produced an elected government, despite a low turnout. By attacking the process, the militants had undercut their own political allies and thrown away any possible democratic legitimacy. Then, in reprisals after the elections, they made everything worse – punishing those who voted by killing them at random, along with dozens of police officers and their family members. They also targeted government officials, business people and, in a grisly incident, a station manager of All India Radio who was beheaded. His body was found in Patiala and his head in the next state, Haryana. It bears repeating that these gruesome events failed utterly to bring a separate state for the Sikhs any closer. Instead, by the end of the following year, 1993, the insurgency was in terminal decline.

In Canada, too, the conflict turned to politics. But, unlike their comrades in Punjab, the extremists in Canada went from strength to strength, showing an astute understanding of law, politics and media.

It is a question often asked by Indians: why do Canadian politicians pander to Sikh extremists? The short answer is that it is not easy to look out at a throng of 100,000 on Vaisakhi Day, knowing they might vote for you if you keep your mouth shut, and then to open it instead and risk losing the votes.

Most politicians evidently prefer to avoid the risk and, by exploiting that tendency, Canadian Khalistanis have made it normal to celebrate murders of the right sort. An example is the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi on 31 October 1984.

A Toronto weekly, Sanjh Savera, greeted the anniversary in 2002 with a cover illustration of Indira Gandhi’s murder and a headline urging readers to ‘Honour the martyrs who killed the sinner’.

[image: Images]

Cover of 31 October 2002 issue of Sanjh Savera, celebrating the anniversary of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s 1984 assassination by two Sikh bodyguards,  Satwant Singh and Beant Singh.

At the time, Sanjh Savera was firmly identified with the WSO, whose president and ex-president were on its board. The explicit endorsement of political murder did not produce any complaint from Canadian politicians. Instead, the weekly Sanjh Savera made money from government advertising and grew to become a daily.

This collective shrug from the Canadian political class inevitably emboldened the separatist lobby – and the acquittals in the Air India trial, in 2005, doubled the effect. The Khalistanis had won a victory and began to reap the benefits. The veneration of terrorist martyrs was no longer confined to Punjabi-language media alone.
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MARTYRS AND POLITICIANS

THE COURT VICTORY LED Canadian Khalistanis to push the envelope, most notably at the 2007 Vaisakhi parade in Surrey, British Columbia, where the boundaries of what is acceptable in Canada were decisively expanded.

During a period of closely-contested national politics, which produced three consecutive minority governments, the Conservative Party, led by Stephen Harper, held power as the parade set out as usual from the Dasmesh Darbar gurdwara. Another election loomed and politicians from all parties and all levels of government flocked to be seen at the parade. Some, like the leader of the British Columbia government, Gordon Campbell, came in Indian attire.

What they had not foreseen was the provocative display of ‘martyr’ portraits, garlanded with gold tinsel, on the parade floats. These included various assassins and, remarkably, several portraits of a mass killer of innocent civilians – Talwinder Singh Parmar.
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‘Martyr’ poster of Talwinder Parmar, on a 2007 Vaisakhi parade float  in Surrey, British Columbia. 

Photo: CBC

At the time, a life-size image of Parmar had not yet been permanently fixed to the outside wall of the gurdwara. But greeting the politicians on stage as they stepped up to make speeches were Parmar’s son, Jaswinder, and two leading Khalistanis – Pary Dulai and Satinderpal Gill. Gill was a senior figure in the International Sikh Youth Federation (ISYF) and had spent years in Pakistan, while Dulai had associated himself with the Babbar Khalsa.

The Parmar posters on the Vaisakhi floats seemed to be a test of just how far the gurdwara’s management could go to normalize terrorist iconography. The politicians failed the test unanimously. Not one of them uttered a peep about the glorification of the most notorious terrorist in Canada’s history. 

On being questioned about it later, though, things got awkward. Premier Gordon Campbell flip-flopped. First, he said there was no problem and that he would attend the parade again in future years. A day later, though, his spokesman withdrew that statement and said the premier was ‘upset’ about the martyr posters. Not upset enough to say so himself, apparently, but still officially upset.

Conservative MP Jim Abbott, who had attended on behalf of Prime Minister Stephen Harper, flip-flopped in the opposite direction. On hearing of the Parmar posters, he immediately said he was ‘flabbergasted’ to hear that a terrorist had been so honoured. Later, though, after consulting with party headquarters, Abbott un-flabbergasted himself and hotly denounced the CBC – not the parade organizers – for linking the parade with terrorists.

Abbott’s revised statement easily won the prize for most absurd of the day: ‘I disagree with the CBC’s coverage that portrays this event in a negative light by associating it with suspected terrorists in the community,’ said Abbott. ‘I will vigorously defend this event along with thousands of Canadians of Sikh faith who won’t tolerate such a linkage.’1

What was so bizarre about these remarks was that it was the organizers who associated the parade with terrorists – and it was Abbott who was tolerating that ‘linkage’. The CBC didn’t put up pictures of terrorists and parade them through the streets of Surrey. The link with terrorists was made, as blatantly as possible, by the gurdwara’s parade committee and the builders of the floats. Talwinder Parmar was one of several martyrs depicted on a ‘Sikh Vision’ float run by, among others, Jaswinder Parmar and Pary Dulai – whose photo on the Sikh Vision website used to show him in a Babbar Khalsa jacket.

[image: Images]

Parvkar Singh ‘Pary’ Dulai as shown on his Sikh Vision website before 2003,  when the Babbar Khalsa was banned in Canada as a terrorist organization. 

Source: Sikh Vision website (now defunct)

Other MPs said as little as possible when questioned about the martyr posters. Sukh Dhaliwal, from the Liberal Party of Canada said, ‘I don’t know why we’re making such a fuss about Surrey.’ Penny Priddy of the leftist New Democratic Party (NDP) said she did not regret going. Conservative Nina Grewal refused to comment.

These were not profiles in courage. But the Khalistanis’ impact on Canadian politics was already a very sore point for the families of the Air India Flight 182 victims. Perviz Madon had testified months earlier, in October of 2006, at the judicial inquiry under Justice John Major. Her husband, Sam, had gone down with Flight 182, leaving her with two young children to raise alone. She took aim at the Khalistani parades, the so-called martyrs and the pandering politicians who turned a blind eye:

We need to stop that. We need to stop our politicians from attending those kind of events. I’m sorry, I know it’s about your votes. But that’s dirty business. You don’t want to be associated with a group that is linked to terrorism. You don’t want those kinds of votes.2

So far, though, they do. In a tight election, Sikh voters in Canada can make a big difference in some crucial electoral districts in British Columbia and Ontario. But that doesn’t mean those voters are Khalistanis, even if that is what the politicians assume. The record shows that the Sikh vote and the extremist vote are not at all the same thing.

Take the case of two politicians who skipped that 2007 parade in Surrey, publicly condemned the glorification of Parmar and got re-elected anyway. Both were Sikhs who bore deep scars from their encounters with Parmar’s admirers.

One was Dave Hayer, a member of the provincial legislature and son of the murdered Air India witness, Tara Singh Hayer, who had denounced Parmar and Bagri twenty years earlier. The other no-show was Ujjal Dosanjh. Each man’s career suggests that extremist views in Canada’s Sikh community are much rarer than the extremists say they are. As vocal anti-extremists, they were elected and re-elected for twenty years in Dosanjh’s case, and for eleven years in Hayer’s. Even so, they are routinely dismissed as spokespersons for the Sikh community by separatists who have never been elected, or even tried to be.

Still, the separatists know how to organize and how to get politicians to come to their events. An odd example was a 2012 demonstration in Ottawa of a kind which is rarely seen there: a rally in support of a self-proclaimed ‘human bomb’.

The purpose of the rally was to demand clemency for a confessed Khalistani assassin in Punjab – Balwant Singh Rajoana. He was the designated back-up bomber in a horrific attack in 1995 which killed Beant Singh, the chief minister of Punjab, and sixteen bystanders.3 Rajoana confessed that he directed the bombing and wished to die as a martyr. But his admirers organized busloads of protesters to drive to Parliament Hill in Ottawa and to hold signs condemning the death penalty imposed upon Rajoana. Nobody complained about the death penalty imposed by Rajoana on Beant Singh, or on the sixteen bystanders. Still, MPs from all the main parties emerged to support the protest.

One of the organizers of the event was Sukhminder Hansra, a well-known figure in the WSO and the separatist party of Simranjit Mann. As managing editor of Sanjh Savera, Hansra had himself expanded the limits of acceptable political speech in Canada with a 2007 editorial applauding the beating of Ujjal Dosanjh for the sin of condemning violence. Provoked by Dosanjh’s critique of the Surrey martyr displays, Hansra pointedly reminded readers of the 1985 attack on Dosanjh and praised the assailant as ‘one of the Guru’s loved ones’:

About two decades ago, Ujjal Dosanjh uttered heart-breaking words about the martyrs of the Sikh struggle. As a result, one of the Guru’s loved ones gave him a good thrashing. Such things are not accepted in these peaceful countries but …4

The sentence was left like that, deliberately and ominously unfinished, with three dots trailing off. Hansra denied that it was a threat or that he was suggesting another beating. He told the CBC that Dosanjh was being ‘challenged. Not threatened – challenged.’5 No politician, save Dosanjh, said a word to suggest that Hansra’s editorial was beyond the pale.
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Sukhminder Singh Hansra at a demonstration in Ottawa in May 2012. 

Photo: Terry Milewski

The Conservatives, though, did try to be different. In 2010, on the anniversary of the Air India bombing on June 23, Prime Minister Stephen Harper urged Canadians ‘to carefully and systematically marginalize those extremists who seek to import the battles of India’s past here and then to export them back to that great and forward-looking nation.’6

That was well received by the victims’ families. Even so, as noted above, the Conservatives beat a strategic retreat after being shocked by the Surrey parade and more recently retreated again, under pressure from the WSO, from a clear repudiation of the Parmar ‘martyr’ posters. Nor was Prime Minister Harper spared the wrath of his Indian counterpart, Manmohan Singh, when the latter visited Toronto in 2010 and publicly complained that separatism had died in Punjab, but not in Canada.

‘There are, however, some elements outside India, including in Canada,’ said the visiting prime minister, ‘who try to keep this issue alive for their own purposes. In many cases, such elements have links to or are themselves wedded to terrorism.’7

It was a rebuke from the world’s most senior Sikh, but Singh avoided any attack on Harper personally. Harper didn’t always police his supporters, though, or even his cabinet, as ‘systematically’ as he’d recommended.

With another election coming, Canadian Khalistanis rallied to the side of Gurbaksh Singh, an activist in Punjab who went on a hunger strike in 2014, seeking the release of seven imprisoned Khalistani terrorists, including the killers of Chief Minister Beant Singh. A couple of backbench Canadian MPs supported the campaign, and one of Harper’s Sikh cabinet ministers joined in. The Minister of State for Multiculturalism, Tim Uppal, phoned the hunger striker to offer his support. Whatever that was, it wasn’t ‘systematically marginalizing’ Sikh extremism.
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WALKOUT IN VANCOUVER SOUTH

WITH THE LIBERALS, THOUGH, there was no pretence of marginalizing anyone. In that same year (2010), with his eye on winning power for the first time, a new Liberal leader, Justin Trudeau, launched his campaign in British Columbia with a decision which alarmed some of his long-serving allies.

In Ujjal Dosanjh’s old riding of Vancouver South, a secular moderate in the Dosanjh mould, businessman Barj Dhahan, had wide support for the Liberal nomination. An array of long-time Dosanjh supporters from the Sikh community had already lined up behind Dhahan when the Liberal Party headquarters stepped in and pushed him aside in favour of a new candidate – Harjit Singh Sajjan. 

Sajjan, a military veteran and former cop, was a plausible nominee but he was being promoted over the objections of local party stalwarts by a Liberal power-broker with the ear of Justin Trudeau – Prem Vinning. He was the ex-president of the separatist WSO and Sajjan himself was the son of a WSO board member, Kundan Sajjan, who led fundamentalists in a losing battle with moderates over control of British Columbia’s largest gurdwara, the Ross Street Temple in Vancouver.

Harjit Sajjan had favoured the Dasmesh Darbar gurdwara in Surrey with a visit by the men of his army regiment, who posed in uniform beneath pictures of Khalistani martyrs. That was not a good sign for mainstream Sikh Liberals in Vancouver South, who decided to take a stand. It was a clear repudiation of the WSO. Thirty of them – including some who had been Liberals for decades – walked out of the Liberal Party in protest and on television. Their comments were extremely blunt.1

‘We think this Liberal Party’s been hijacked by the WSO,’ said Rajinder Singh Bhela, a veteran Liberal campaign volunteer and former general secretary of the Ross Street Temple. Another rebel was Kashmir Dhaliwal, a former president of the powerful Khalsa Diwan Society (KDS), founded by Sikh pioneers in 1902. ‘The Liberal Party, especially Justin, is in bed with extremist and fundamental groups,’ said Dhaliwal. ‘That’s why I decided to leave the Liberal Party.’

Even Jagdeep Sanghera, twice chairman of the Liberal executive board in Vancouver South, joined the revolt. ‘The majority of the Sikhs are not part of the WSO,’ he said. ‘As a group we have decided we will not support the Liberal team.’ 

Another to quit was Majar Sidhu, who lost three family members in the Air India bombing. Sidhu said, ‘The Liberal Party is encouraging terrorist people. I’m supporting Harper.’

Still, there was no retreat by Trudeau, who shrugged it all off as complaints from sore losers. Moreover, despite the Vancouver South rebels being nearly all Sikhs, Trudeau’s top aide, Gerald Butts, scoffed at the affair. Butts told me, ‘I suppose you’re going to do a story about how the Sikhs are taking over the Liberal Party.’

Actually, the story was about Sikhs quitting the Liberal Party. But the remark provided a glimpse of the mindset that the separatists had propagated – the notion that ‘real’ Sikhs were separatists and that it was anti-Sikh to be anti-separatist. Evidently, Butts thought the minority of Sikhs who stood with the WSO were ‘the Sikhs’, while those walking out of the party were not really Sikhs.

The confusion could have much to do with the WSO’s decision in 2007 to hide the fact that it is a separatist organization, under Article II of its constitution. This came about following a CBC documentary noting its separatist purpose. At the time, the WSO website included its constitution, along with other boilerplate items such as the fact that it was founded in July 1984 at Madison Square Garden – the scene of Ajaib Singh Bagri’s notorious cry for a massacre of Hindus.

After the documentary aired, though, the WSO denied that it was founded on that occasion, then took down its website entirely, thus erasing evidence that its denial was false. When the site reappeared, the constitution and the reference to the founding convention had both been removed. Also deleted was a WSO press release alleging that ‘Sikhs Did Not Bomb Air India,’ and claiming instead that a door fell off the plane. Despite the changes to the site, the WSO’s separatist purpose remains, but it is not advertised. Presumably, that’s not because it’s an asset.

As for the election in Vancouver South, Harjit Sajjan won the seat and has been careful to show no separatist sympathies in public. Justin Trudeau won power with seventeen Sikh MPs and also won the right to brag that he had more Sikhs in his cabinet – four – than Narendra Modi did.

It was hardly the first time, though, that charges of racism were deployed to silence critics of extremism – and the Liberals’ difficulties were later eclipsed by those of a Sikh opponent with an outsized Khalistan problem of his own.
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JAGMEET SINGH

IN THE FALL OF 2017, Jagmeet Singh, at the age of thirty-nine, became the first Sikh to lead a Canadian political party – the left-leaning New Democratic Party (NDP). Singh had made his name alongside his brother, Gurratan, and his leadership campaign spokesman, Amneet Bali, in the Sikh Activist Network (SAN), which they called ‘a previously underground network … of Sikh activists working for social justice while resisting the poisonous exploitative and murderous powers of neo-imperialism.’ Their literature pledged to fight the ‘Oppressive Domination of the Fascist Indian Machinery’.

They called it an ‘activist’ network for a reason. Jagmeet Singh appeared at Khalistani events in California and London, was denied a visa to visit India, and campaigned for clemency for Balwant Singh Rajoana, the terrorist who directed the 1995 assassination of Beant Singh, the chief minister of Punjab. 

On being elected to the Ontario legislature, Jagmeet Singh had worked to have the 1984 massacre of Sikhs in India deemed a ‘genocide’. His federal leadership campaign was backed by the leadership of the Dasmesh Darbar temple in Surrey, notably by Pary Dulai. In fact, the Jagmeet Singh campaign office in British Columbia was across the street from the temple and its poster of Talwinder Parmar.
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An interview on CBC by the author with Jagmeet Singh, newly-elected leader of Canada’s New Democratic Party, Ottawa, 2 October 2017. 
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The day after he won the leadership in 2017, Singh’s record on these issues led me to explore the topic on a CBC television news show that I was hosting at the time. I asked if he thought it appropriate for some Sikhs to put up martyr posters honouring Talwinder Parmar, despite his being Canada’s worst mass murderer.1

Singh declined five invitations to answer that question. He would not condemn the posters and would only say that he condemned the bombing – but without conceding that Parmar or any Sikh was to blame for it.

‘I don’t know who’s responsible,’ he said, ‘but I think we need to find out who’s responsible, we need to make sure that the investigation results in a conviction of someone who is actually responsible.’

That answer raised serious concerns – even for some NDP supporters – because what Singh said was nonsense: Canada did secure a conviction – three convictions, in fact – of ‘someone who is actually responsible’ for the Air India bombing. Parmar’s bomb-maker, Inderjit Reyat, was convicted first for the explosion of a suitcase bomb at Narita airport in Japan, then for the one aboard Flight 182, and finally for perjury. Reyat also confirmed that Parmar ordered both bombs. All of these facts were front-page news across Canada.

Singh’s comments were also unsettling for his repetition of extremist tropes. The call to ‘find out who really did it’ not only presumes that we don’t know, but typically comes from Parmar fans spreading a ‘Truther’ conspiracy theory that the Indian government blew up its own plane to discredit the separatists. The WSO, for example, complained in 2008 to Justice John Major that his judicial inquiry failed to take the so-called Air India Truthers seriously.2

On Twitter, Jagmeet Singh’s defenders denounced my interview with him in a gale of angry tweets. Some declared flatly that the Indians were behind the bombing. Others condemned the CBC and me for asking about the Parmar posters ‘just because Singh is Sikh’, although I had been asking politicians of all colours the same question for ten years. Jaskaran Sandhu, an excitable member of the WSO board, called me ‘racist’ and ‘bigoted’ – as though only a racist would object to glorifying a mass killer of Indo-Canadians, including many Sikhs. Even for Twitter, it was a head-scratcher: hundreds of innocents of Indian descent are killed and, if you disrespect their killer, you’re a ‘racist’.

A second wave of critics claimed that there were ‘cultural’ reasons for the veneration of Parmar, and that he was a victim of ‘persecution’ whose ‘confession [sic] to the Air India bombing came under torture’ by the Indian police.3 In fact, the judicial findings of Parmar’s guilt, by the trial and then by the inquiry, rest on hard evidence acquired while he was in Canada, seven years before the Indian police got anywhere near him. Neither the trial nor the inquiry relied upon any rumoured confession, tortured or not.

For his part, Jagmeet Singh seemed to agree that my questions smacked of racism. A week after the interview, when asked directly if that was so, he replied: 

Should I just say, yes? I think there was definitely some sort of clear problematic line of thought behind that question, so I’m definitely concerned with it … It was offensive to me that that was even a question.4

It was clear, though, that the question Singh found ‘offensive’ was not one he’d been asked. That became apparent as he went on, ‘It’s obvious that anyone would denounce something as heinous and as tragic as that incident … The fact that that question is being raised makes me wonder why it is being raised.’

In truth, nobody had asked him to denounce the bombing. He had only been asked about the martyr posters and, pressed again on whether those posters should come down, he ducked again: ‘I’m not here to tell what a community should or shouldn’t do.’

Singh’s supporters continued to paint him as a victim of racism. But in the wider world, and within his party, refusing to object to a terrorist’s glorification was a serious political liability. Although it took five months, he finally did revise his position, and forthrightly, saying it was a ‘very fair question’ and that he now accepted the judicial findings that Parmar was, indeed, the Air India bomber.5

This conclusion, though, did not erase the conundrum at the heart of the story: a young, progressive political leader in the twenty-first century had repeatedly declined to object to the public veneration of a mass-murderer – and his supporters were outraged by the question.
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SOPHIE AND THE HITMAN

THE TRIALS OF JAGMEET Singh might have been instructive for Justin Trudeau’s handlers as they prepared for the prime minister’s visit to India in February of 2018. Instead, the trip served to demonstrate anew the lesson unlearned – that cosying up to Khalistanis is risky.

The chief minister of Punjab, Capt. Amarinder Singh, at least gave fair warning of the rough waters ahead. Even before Trudeau arrived, he declared that, ‘there seems to be evidence that there are Khalistani sympathizers in Trudeau’s cabinet,’ and he named Defence Minister Harjit Sajjan.1

But Capt. Amarinder was short on evidence. Sajjan had indeed taken his regiment to be photographed with the martyr pictures at the Dasmesh Darbar gurdwara, but he had not endorsed the separatist cause. The chief minister of Punjab had shunned Sajjan on a previous visit but, when Sajjan arrived with Trudeau, softened his stand and received both Trudeau and Sajjan, saying they made it clear that they supported a united India. 

But he returned to his harder line the following year, in 2019, saying India had ‘for too long, been soft towards Canada’ and needed to ‘crack a whip aggressively now … Even seek UN sanctions, if needed, to end the growing threat once and for all.’2

That drastic change in tone came after the disastrous final chapter of Trudeau’s Indian adventure. The junket had already attracted considerable mockery because of the elaborate Indian costumes Trudeau chose to wear – dressing like an Indian bridegroom for business meetings with Indian politicians. It was comparable to an Indian prime minister wearing a top hat and tails to visit Canada or the UK.

However, going into a pivotal meeting in New Delhi with Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Trudeau sounded all the right notes. He strongly endorsed a united India and, when pressed to repudiate the Parmar posters back home, he said what NDP leader Jagmeet Singh had failed to say: ‘I do not think we should ever be glorifying mass-murderers, and I’m happy to condemn that.’3

So far, so good. But all of that was forgotten in the furore that unfolded next.

It began with a buzz on my phone, signalling a new arrival in my inbox. I glanced at it, then gaped in wonder. Could it be real?

It was a snapshot from a posh diplomatic reception in Mumbai, showing Justin Trudeau’s wife, Sophie Grégoire Trudeau, posing in a sari with a convicted Khalistani hitman.
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Jaspal Atwal poses with Sophie Grégoire Trudeau, wife of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, at a reception for the Trudeaus in Mumbai, 20 February 2018. 

Photo: CBC

That’s not a picture you see every day. I knew Atwal – in fact, I had interviewed him some years before. It was Jaspal Atwal who was accused by Ujjal Dosanjh of trying to beat his head in with an iron bar in 1985; and the same Jaspal Atwal who was convicted for shooting Malkiat Sidhu, the Punjab cabinet minister, on Vancouver Island in 1986. (Sidhu survived, but was assassinated in Punjab five years later.)

Yes, the picture was real and more pictures arrived showing Atwal with other members of Trudeau’s entourage. Another showed an invitation to the next day’s dinner for the Trudeaus in New Delhi. The host: Canada’s high commissioner. The guest: Jaspal Atwal. A convicted terrorist had the inside track on Trudeau’s Indian junket. He was dining with the Trudeaus in both Mumbai and New Delhi.

The story wrote itself and the picture more or less guaranteed a million clicks. Within minutes of its appearance on the CBC site, it was everywhere. The prime minister’s staff scrambled to contain the damage by rescinding Atwal’s invitation to the New Delhi bash and by blaming a Sikh Liberal MP, Randeep Sarai, for putting Atwal on the guest list. Sarai apologized and pledged that ‘moving forward, I will be exercising better judgement.’4

Too late. It was morning in New Delhi and the tale was blasting across India as I was frog-marched from one studio to the next to tell the story again and again. I called Ujjal Dosanjh, the former Liberal cabinet minister, who observed acidly that the prime minister had long been ‘cavorting with Khalistanis’ and that the other parties were doing the same. Dosanjh said Atwal should not have been allowed anywhere near these high-level official events. ‘It’s a screening failure, it’s a security failure, it’s a political failure.’ 5

But, as it turned out, I was wrong about the million clicks. The Indian media knows a story when it sees one. By one estimate, the tale was shared, re-posted and re-tweeted until it got over a hundred million hits.

Of course, the story was popular in part because it confirmed what many Indians already thought – namely, that Canada was soft on Khalistanis. But, as bad as all this was for Trudeau, his team found a way to make it worse. His national security advisor trotted out a dubious theory that unnamed ‘rogue elements’6 within the Indian government had somehow conspired to manufacture the affair in order to sabotage Trudeau’s trip.

The Sinister Indian Plot theory did not sell well. The problem was not just that the Modi government quickly damned it as ‘baseless and unacceptable’7 (which didn’t help make the trip sound like a triumph), but that pointing the finger at Indian ‘rogue elements’ contradicted earlier claims by Trudeau’s staff that their own MP, Randeep Sarai, was to blame. And if he wasn’t, and the ‘rogue elements’ got Atwal on the guest list, was Canada’s high commissioner one of the rogues? It was his party and his invitation, after all.

To rub salt in the wound, it soon emerged that Atwal had been a fixture at Liberal events and fundraisers, both federal and provincial, for years. There had even been a similar embarrassment before, when Atwal got himself invited to an event at the British Columbia legislature. Then it emerged that this convicted terrorist had served on the Liberal executive board for a federal electoral district. It never seemed to occur to anyone that this was likely to create a scandal.

In that sense, it was another indication, like the Jagmeet Singh story, that the norms had silently shifted under the steady pressure of the Khalistan movement and the shift wasn’t noticed until the lights went on. Until then – terrorist on the martyr poster? No big deal. Terrorist on the guest list? No problem.
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THE CONSERVATIVES FUMBLE THE BALL, AS DO THE LIBERALS

NEEDLESS TO SAY, THE news from New Delhi was red meat for the Conservative opposition in Ottawa, which was eager to paint the Liberal government as soft on terror. The Conservatives quickly pledged to force a parliamentary vote on a motion to condemn ‘terrorism, including Khalistani extremism and the glorification of any individual who has committed acts of violence’. That last phrase was clearly aimed at the Parmar posters.1

Immediately, though, the Conservatives faced their own test – and, just as quickly, failed it. The WSO and its allies bombarded the Conservatives with angry messages swearing never to vote Conservative if the motion were not abandoned. ‘This sort of political rhetoric will damage the reputation of Canadian Sikhs in the public eye and hurt the community immensely, particularly our youth,’ the WSO tweeted, urging its followers to bombard Conservatives with protests.2

Nothing in the WSO tweet even tried to explain how the reputation of the Sikh community as a whole would be hurt by a condemnation of Khalistani terrorism. This could only be true if the Sikh community as a whole supported terror, which it certainly does not. The motion was aimed specifically at ‘Khalistani extremism’ and at the glorification of violence, which confined the target to a small minority. It was the WSO, not the Conservatives, which suggested that all Sikhs were implicated in the motion and in the violence. It was like condemning drunk driving and being told you can’t do that because it makes all drivers look bad – or suggesting we must not criticize white supremacists because it hurts all white people. Even so, the Conservatives caved in without a fight. The next day, they abandoned their motion.

The curse of Khalistan doesn’t have a favourite party. It dooms them all.

Soon enough, it was the Liberals’ turn again. Another uproar greeted a 2018 Government of Canada report which included a reference to ‘Sikh (Khalistani) extremism’ among terror threats to Canada. Again, the text was careful not to suggest that the Sikh community in general was involved in extremism. It merely said that, ‘some individuals in Canada continue to support Sikh (Khalistani) extremist ideologies and movements.’3

Still, another furious lobbying campaign swung into action, pretending that ‘some individuals’ meant all Sikhs. The WSO president, Mukhbir Singh, said, ‘it is deeply disappointing to see the addition of imagined “Sikh extremism” to the report.’ He added, ‘advocacy for Sikh human rights or Khalistan is not extremism and to suggest that it poses a danger to Canada is absolutely ludicrous.’4

The report, of course, never suggested at all that mere ‘advocacy for human rights or Khalistan’ amounted to ‘extremism’ or ‘poses a danger to Canada’. It never even mentioned ‘advocacy’. It is simply a disturbing fact that, to this day, ‘some individuals’ certainly do publicly extol Canada’s worst-ever terrorist as a great hero. That’s not ‘imagined’ and it’s not at all ‘ludicrous’ to find it extreme.

Even so, Gurpatwant Pannun’s group, Sikhs for Justice, pressing its campaign for a referendum on a Sikh state, joined in the cries of pain about the report.
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Statement tweeted on 12 December 2018 by Sikhs for Justice, attacking a Canadian government report on national security threats to Canada.

The Sikhs for Justice statement repeated a common falsehood in Khalistani propaganda – one employed repeatedly by the WSO – namely, that ‘No Canadian Sikh has so far been convicted of [the] Air India bombing.’ This was nonsense. The Canadian Sikh bombmaker, Inderjit Singh Reyat, had famously been convicted no less than three times in the Air India plot: once for the Narita bomb, then for the Flight 182 bomb and finally for perjury about both. 

But this time, it was the Liberals who caved. The offending report was sanitized and the words ‘Sikh (Khalistani) extremist ideologies’ were removed. Inevitably, this retreat was greeted with disgust by the chief minister of Punjab, who weighed in again. Capt. Amarinder Singh said Prime Minister Trudeau was ‘playing with fire’ and that the decision could have serious consequences for Indo-Canadian relations. Granted, those relations were, in any case, not blissful. 

Nor did they improve when a friend of Capt. Amarinder was booted out of the Liberal Party.

This time, the central figure was another Sikh Liberal MP, Ramesh Sangha, who complained in a Punjabi-language interview in 2019 that there was ‘no doubt’ that the party was ‘pandering to Khalistan supporters’.5 Sangha also said he was sidelined and insulted by two Sikh cabinet ministers, Navdeep Bains and Harjit Sajjan, who demanded that he apologize for the crime of having lunch with Punjab’s chief minister. 

In any other circumstances, such a meeting might be considered a coup for a backbench MP from Canada who was then chairman of a Canada-India parliamentary group. Even so, he was told to apologize for meeting Capt. Amarinder at all – supposedly because the chief minister was ‘against us’. It didn’t help that Sangha opposed the removal of the word ‘Khalistani’ from the 2018 terrorism report, whereas Bains, Sajjan and several other Sikh MPs argued for cutting it out.

So Sangha was already on thin ice with his party when he repeated his claims about Bains and Sajjan early in 2021. This time, he was booted out of the Liberal caucus and forced to sit as an Independent, with accusations of ‘racism’ ringing in his ears.6 As far as the party was concerned, Sangha, despite being a Sikh himself, had unfairly accused his fellow Liberals because of their ‘background’, and not because of their views.

A statement from Mark Holland, the Chief Whip, or disciplinarian, of the governing Liberal caucus, alleged that Sangha made ‘baseless and dangerous’ accusations against his colleagues. ‘We will not tolerate conspiracy theories, or dangerous and unfounded rhetoric about Parliamentarians or other Canadians,’ Holland said.

‘Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for many Canadians to experience suspicions because of their background; we all know where this can lead.’ Lest there be any doubt about what Holland was alleging, he added, ‘the Liberal caucus continues to stand firm against racism and intolerance.’7

It was a remarkable statement: a white MP was accusing a Sikh MP of racist bias against other Sikhs. Simultaneously, that same white MP condemned ‘dangerous and unfounded rhetoric’ about fellow MPs. Apparently, that didn’t apply to Holland himself. The additional difficulty was that Sangha’s claims were well founded, and Holland’s were not. Both Sajjan and Bains had joined the chorus demanding that any reference to ‘Khalistani extremism’ be removed from the terrorism report, following the lead of the separatist WSO.

But the curse of Khalistan keeps moving. 

Soon, its spotlight turned again to NDP leader Jagmeet Singh. Videos emerged of him at Sikh separatist events in California and London – videos which were several years old but raised questions that Singh had difficulty answering.8 Pressed on whether he endorsed armed struggle in the cause of Khalistan, he replied, ‘Well, I think you’re actually on the complexity of the situation … Given that it’s complex, it requires that thoughtfulness to proceed forward.’

A translation was not available.

None of these political follies changes the fact that Khalistani militants remain a small minority of Sikhs everywhere, including Canada. But that hasn’t damaged the determination of hardliners to somehow win more support. Their problem is that they want to win that support, and keep the Parmar posters up.
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‘Shaheed’ poster honouring Talwinder Singh Parmar,  at the Dasmesh Darbar Gurdwara in British Columbia.
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Parmar Lives On

THEY SHOWER HONORIFICS UPON him: bhai, meaning respected brother, and jathedar or religious leader, and of course shaheed – martyr. In Canada, ranked above all of the Khalistanis’ lesser martyrs is the one with the greatest number of innocent victims on his record: ‘Shaheed Jathedar Talwinder Singh Jee Babbar’, as he is ornately styled by admirers – the last being a nod to his Babbar Khalsa terrorist group, the ‘Tigers of the True Faith’.

The description is taken from a lengthy but unsigned paper, emanating from the Dasmesh Darbar temple in Surrey, which contrives to hold Parmar up as a revered figure without ever mentioning the Air India bombing. It doesn’t claim that he was innocent; it just never mentions what he’s known for. 

But the ability of the gurdwara’s management to look past a massacre was already clear. The 2007 test run of martyr posters on the Vaisakhi floats had succeeded and, soon, a permanent, life-size portrait was fixed to the outside wall of the gurdwara, showing Parmar with an antique sword in hand. The message was clear: this was a martyred hero of the Sikhs. 

The sheer belligerence of it is like a punch in the nose, showing a breathtaking willingness to twist the knife in the hearts of the families who lost their loved ones to Parmar’s bombs. There is no way around the reality. Justice John Major calls Parmar ‘the instigator and the leader’ of a plot which killed 331 completely innocent people. That makes Parmar by far the worst mass-murderer in Canada’s history. There’s no sign that he either knew or cared whom or how many he would kill. 

Parmar was oblivious, too, to the utterly mad pointlessness of it: none of his victims had anything to do with his grievances against the Indian government and the bombing did nothing whatsoever to bring about an independent Sikh state. Most of the victims were Canadian citizens of Indian descent. Were Sikhs going to flock to Parmar’s cause because he killed a planeload of Canadians? Which included more than thirty Sikhs?

Of course, they didn’t. So the vacationers, the grandparents, the students, the excited boy who’d just been given a peek inside the cockpit, the eighty-one other children on the plane, and the aircrew and the Japanese baggage handlers killed by the second bomb in Tokyo – all 331 died for nothing.

So for what exactly is Talwinder Parmar revered? What did he do for those who admire him? 

When I began to investigate that question in 2007, Sudager Singh Sandhu, then president of the Dasmesh Darbar gurdwara, said simply of Parmar, ‘I love him. He’s a great man.’

Manmohan Singh, chosen by the gurdwara as its spokesman, called Parmar ‘a martyr of the Sikh nation’. When I put it to him that Parmar was the leader of the Air India bomb plot, Manmohan Singh replied, ‘He claimed to be a leader, he said it, but that doesn’t mean he’s proven it. I can say anything, I can do that, that doesn’t mean I am doing that.’

[image: Images]

Manmohan Singh, speaking for the Dasmesh Darbar Gurdwara  in Surrey, British Columbia. 
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Whatever that meant, plentiful evidence does prove it – and yet the Parmar posters remain. The sheer depravity of lionizing such a killer in public demands some more coherent rationale. But it’s not forthcoming.

Instead, the explanations offered are paper-thin. The most popular one is to say that Parmar was innocent because he was never convicted. The first of many problems with this is that being dead doesn’t make you innocent. Like Osama bin Laden, like the 9/11 hijackers and like every suicide bomber ever, Parmar was never tried because you cannot try a corpse.

The second problem is that, dead or alive, Parmar was found to be the leader of the bomb plot by two exhaustive and transparent judicial proceedings – the Air India trial, which lasted four years, and a judicial inquiry, which took another four years. These findings were so firmly rooted in hard evidence that the prosecution, the defence, the judge and the bomb-maker all agreed on two things at the trial: that Parmar led the plot and that Inderjit Reyat assembled the bombs for Parmar. Reyat confessed and was convicted. Government agents had wiretapped Parmar as he ordered the booking of the plane tickets used to check in the suitcases carrying the bombs. More agents had tailed him and Reyat into the forest for the so-called ‘test blast’ where they tested the detonation system. The inquiry found that to be a fact and no innocent purpose has ever been shown by Parmar’s admirers for their explosion in the woods, just three weeks before Reyat’s bombs killed hundreds.1

To imagine that Parmar was innocent, then, is to see all this evidence on the front pages for a decade, confirmed by his closest associates – yet still pretend that it’s not there. More plainly put, it’s a lie.

Lies, of course, beget other lies. If Parmar didn’t do it, who did? Typically, Khalistanis resort to the notion that the bombing was a ‘false flag’ operation. Like the ‘Truther’ conspiracy theorists who insist that 9/11 was an ‘inside job’ by the CIA, the Air India Truthers say the Indian government blew up its own plane – supposedly to make the separatists look bad.

To date, though, they have never explained why on earth, while the separatists were killing thousands of innocent Indians, the government would need to kill a few hundred Canadians to make the separatists look bad. These Canadians were a tiny fraction of the total victims. By blowing up trains and markets in Punjab, by pulling farmers off buses and gunning them down in cold blood, and by butchering the families of policemen, Khalistani terrorists were not exactly courting popularity. They had earned lasting infamy without any help from the government – and, for Punjabis, those victims were their own families and friends, not strangers on the other side of the world.

What’s more, if the Indian government was out to bomb its own plane, its desperate efforts to prevent such a bombing contradict the whole crackpot story. There’s abundant proof that Indian pleas for tighter airport security were so persistent that Canadian authorities got sick of hearing about it. Yet this was all allegedly an Indian bid to thwart their own plot. It’s transparent nonsense.

A variation of the Truther tale is the idea that Parmar was himself secretly working for the Indian government. This version at least acknowledges the compelling evidence against Parmar, but its absurdity is instantly betrayed by one fact: India had long since outed him in 1982 as a wanted terrorist – urging Canada to arrest and to extradite him for murder. Again: was this to blow his cover and wreck their own plot?

That leaves the last resort of Parmar’s fans, which is to argue that his death in the shootout at Kang Araiyan was faked, that he’d been captured days earlier and tortured to extract a false confession and was then executed extrajudicially by the police.

It has to be said, first, that any genuine concern about extrajudicial killings might first be directed at the Khalistani terrorists who committed thousands of them, and at one in particular who committed hundreds: Parmar. In this version, that detail is apparently erased.

Second, his central role in the bombing is established whether or not he confessed, whether or not he was tortured and whether or not the encounter with police was faked. Essentially, it’s whataboutery: never mind him killing hundreds of civilians, what about him being killed by the police?

But there are two other crippling problems with the fake-encounter theory. Such stories are often well-grounded in cases where the Punjab police came by night to quietly cremate ‘unidentifed’ or ‘unclaimed’ bodies. Parmar’s is self-evidently not such a case. Notably, five others died with him, and in the open. If the police wanted to dispose of Parmar without due process, why would they make it much more difficult by adding five more corpses, by dragging them out on the road in broad daylight to be photographed and by asking the villagers if they could identify them? Six bodies, instead of one, makes any deception far more complicated and makes it more likely that some flaw in the official story will emerge. If just one of the other five gunmen had been seen in police custody beforehand, that would undermine the whole gunfight story. 

But, instead of flaws emerging, the opposite happened: the official version was reinforced by the accounts of Lal Singh and Gurdip Sivia. They were not clairvoyant, but they each, independently, linked Zia with Parmar without knowing that, months later, the two would die together.

As for Parmar’s supposed ‘confession’, no evidence for it has ever been produced. Such a confession was certainly alleged, fifteen years later, in an Indian magazine called Tehelka, but with no evidence to show that it’s real. The judicial inquiry in Canada tried mightily to get such testimony when sources in Punjab claimed that a police officer, Harmail Singh Chandi, would be willing to contradict what he told V.K. Jain’s inquiry, and even that he had long-hidden tapes of the supposed confession.2

But all of that turned to dust. The officer never appeared. Nor did the tapes. If they existed, this was the moment to prove it before an independent inquiry that was not under the thumb of the Indian government. Was Chandi really going to testify under oath that he previously lied under oath to the Jain committee investigating the death of Parmar? No, he was not. Instead, Justice Major threw up his hands and called it a ‘purported confession’. 

In addition, Tehelka’s written account of what Parmar supposedly said has him providing dynamite for a bomb plot run by Lakhbir Singh Rode – a nephew of Bhindranwale who was said by Tehelka’s source to be an Indian agent. But Rode was never seen or heard near the Air India plot and was ruled out as a suspect by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP), which knew all about the ‘confession’ story many years ago and tracked down Rode in Lahore. In short, the tale sounds like a variation on the old song: the Indians did it. Except it doesn’t work if Parmar supplied the dynamite.

None of this changes the fundamental fact that Parmar’s central role in the Air India bombing rests on real evidence gathered years before, in Canada, when Parmar was alive and free. That evidence was not faked and he had due process aplenty. In Punjab, numerous independent witnesses heard the gun battle at Kang Araiyan and saw the result. A whole village, and the headman of the next village, and the doctor who did the post-mortems, and the clerics who performed last rites, would all need to be in on any deception and to maintain it for three decades.

In short, Parmar’s demise most likely unfolded just as the twenty-five witnesses said it did, and his glorification is just what it appears to be: an effort to re-brand a mass killer as a model for Sikh youth.
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Memorial to the Air India victims at Ahakista, in Dunmanus Bay on the southwestern shore of Ireland; 329 passengers and crew died when Flight 182 blew up over the Atlantic, 190 kilometres offshore, on the morning of 23 June 1985. 

Photo: Terry Milewski



20

THE KANISHKA BOMBING

THE AIR INDIA BOMBING was, until 9/11, the deadliest terrorist attack in history. It also ranks as the signature achievement of Khalistani terrorism because, although far more people were killed in a dozen or so years of terror in India, there was no single attack that came close to killing so many at once.

In the 1980s, the age of mass terrorism was young. Talwinder Parmar’s small Babbar Khalsa group in British Columbia simply bought two tickets for $3,005 and checked in two suitcases stuffed with dynamite and timers on two commercial airliners leaving Vancouver. One flew west to Tokyo, to connect with an Air India flight to Bangkok and Mumbai. The other flew east, connecting with Air India’s weekly flight from Toronto and Montreal to London and New Delhi.

No one even noticed that two passengers, ‘M. Singh’ and ‘L. Singh’, never boarded. After checking in, they disappeared. The next passenger in line remembered ‘M. Singh’ carefully pushing his suitcase forward at the point of a toe, rather than lifting it and setting it down, as the line moved towards the check-in desk.

The timers ticked down to what was supposed to be a terrorist spectacular – the explosion of two passenger jets on opposite sides of the globe. Instead, the west-bound bomb blew up on the ground at Narita Airport in Japan as the bags were being moved to Air India. Two baggage handlers were killed and four wounded. Perhaps the suitcase was jostled; perhaps the bombers miscalculated the timing.

Fifty-five minutes after the Narita explosion, the east-bound bomb blew Air India’s Flight 182 out of a grey sky off the south-western coast of Ireland, killing 329 passengers and crew.

The tape from Air Traffic Control at Shannon airport, on the west coast of Ireland, sounds routine as Air India 182 checks in to get a course to Heathrow. Then, at 7.14 a.m., there’s a short, strangled cry and what sounds like a blast of wind hitting the pilot’s microphone. Then, silence. The controller tries to remain calm as he hails the aircraft again and again.

‘Air India 182, Shannon … Air India 182, Shannon – ’ 

He keeps trying for a long three minutes. He asks a TWA pilot following the same track to look around. ‘Can you see anything ahead of you there?’ 

‘Well, no, we don’t see him.’

Six minutes have passed. The controller is still keeping his cool. ‘He’s still missing … he just went off the scopes on us.’

A Canadian Pacific Air (CP) pilot is next on that flight path. He sees nothing – only the TWA flight ahead of him. Ten minutes have passed. The controller asks TWA to descend and look again. The pilot reports he only saw ‘a piece of a contrail’ at what should have been Air India’s altitude of 31,000 feet.

Fourteen minutes now since Flight 182 vanished. The controller asks TWA to circle the area. TWA agrees and turns back on his path. The CP pilot is looking, too. They’re all baffled. Air India must be somewhere. 

CP asks the controller, ‘You have him on radar?’ 1

‘Negative, sir, he disappeared off the screen.’

There’s silence for two minutes as that sinks in. But it doesn’t make sense. The CP pilot wonders if Air India is below him and reports, ‘we just rolled to the left and to the right to see if he was stuck underneath us and, ah, no joy.’

Twenty minutes have passed now, and the controller keeps trying to hail Air India. The TWA flight is running low on fuel so will have to resume course to London. The controller thanks the TWA pilot. But there’s no sign of Flight 182 until the nearest ship – a British freighter with a cargo of Canadian newsprint – steams into the area where the plane fell and stops to do what it can.

The Boeing 747 jumbo was named the ‘Kanishka’, after a second-century Bactrian emperor hailed as the king of kings. The debris and the bodies fell from 31,000 feet and sank in the deep Atlantic, two kilometres down. Only 131 bodies were found by weeping sailors who struggled to retrieve them, slick with jet fuel, in the heaving ocean.

Eighteen years later at a long trial in Vancouver, relatives of both the victims and the accused leaned forward to hear a witness allege that she heard the financier of the Babbar Khalsa, Ripudaman Singh Malik, lamenting that the Narita bomb did not also reach its target:

And he goes, you know, if … if only things were going right, if things were going on time and there were not that many glitches and if the plane would have landed on time, there would have been far greater impact. There would have been far more … more deaths. People would have known what we were all about. People would have understood Sikhism. People would have understood Khalistan. People would have known what we were fighting for.2
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23 June 1985 – a British Royal Air Force helicopter retrieving the body of an Air India victim from the Atlantic. Only 131 of the 329 bodies were ever found. 
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Like many others, the Air India attack entered history as a summary paragraph and some statistics: Flight 182 … 329 dead … 1985 … something to do with Khalistan. 

Canadians thought it was India’s problem, Indians thought it was Canada’s. For both, it happened far away and out of sight. Even the wreckage was only glimpsed in blurred images from a submersible on the ocean floor. The cause for which the bombers fought went nowhere. The investigation took twenty years. Except for the victims’ families, it seemed that nobody was interested in the Air India bombing.

The grief of the victims’ families remained mostly private. They were stunned, scattered around the world and not organized, whereas Canadian officials were organized and focused on avoiding blame or liability. Of the dead, 268 were Canadian citizens, mostly of Indian descent, while twenty-seven were British and twenty-four were Indian citizens. Some thirty-three were Sikhs. All of their families were left to fend for themselves in navigating the aftermath, the funerals and the formalities. In India, meanwhile, there was a fresh atrocity every month to worry about in the battle with Sikh separatists.

Susheel Gupta was only twelve when he went with his father to Ireland, looking for the body of his mother, Ramwati, who went down with Flight 182. By the time the judicial inquiry started, Gupta was thirty-three and a federal prosecutor in Ottawa. But he remembered. ‘Canadian government officials did not seem to care at all,’ he said. ‘This was not their tragedy to deal with, but India’s. Didn’t matter that we were Canadian citizens.’

The families detected more than a whiff of racism and wondered: if it were an Air Canada plane full of white people, would the government have been so indifferent? Gupta was one of many among the bereaved to notice a contrast between the Canadians and the generous Irish people who took them in. When they were caught in the rain, there was someone to help:

Neither my father nor I had a raincoat. As we were walking, a group of three Irish people walked up to us, greeted us. We were crying. They hugged us and then took off their own raincoats, handed one to my father as another one of the three individuals put his jacket upon me, buttoned it up, pulled the hood over my head and told me to keep the jacket … I still have the raincoat to this day.3

Yet the official detachment, from the families and from their grief, only grew more pronounced as the criminal investigation meandered and stumbled. It was soon clear that the bombs were placed by Canadian citizens in Canada – in fact, the main suspects were identified immediately. But finding proof was the problem, made worse by turf wars between police and intelligence agencies and by witnesses who were too frightened to talk. Mysterious failings in the investigation were buried in denial and obfuscation. Successive governments claimed there were no warnings of an attack on Air India – which was a lie – and, for years, nobody admitted that hundreds of wiretaps of the suspects had been erased.

To this day, only the man who built the bombs has been convicted, out of at least nine main suspects. Defence lawyers ran rings around the prosecutors so athletically that a four-year trial of two Babbar Khalsa men cost the federal and provincial governments $130 million and ended in acquittals. It took twenty-one years before a public, judicial inquiry set out in 2006 to discover what went wrong.

Only then did the impact, the detail and the horror come into focus – and the passage of time had healed nothing. The anger of the families was still hot; the frustration of the police still gnawed at them; the nightmares of the sailors who retrieved the bodies still woke them at night.

With a jolt, the not-our-problem phase of the Air India story finally came to an end.

That shift in perception was evident when two young British sailors described what it was actually like when bodies rained down upon the sea. After two decades of troubled sleep, Merchant Seaman Daniel Brown explained that the sailors were sent out in a lifeboat and told to look for survivors. Of course, there were none:

The bodies were on the ship’s side, they were covered in oil, they were very slippy. To get them I was leaning out on the starboard side of the boat to grab a body and the boat was being lifted against the ship’s side so, to prevent my arms being trapped, I had to let some of them go …4

Straight away, I seen the effect in some of the men. They were being sick and some of them were crying. I looked back to the starboard side again and there was a body going past and I snatched the hair and it was my intention to wait for assistance but I realised it was very light and I brought the body of a young girl, probably about 8 years old, in the lifeboat. … 

Passing by on the starboard side I glimpsed a body, long grey hair, I was just expecting an old woman … it was a Sikh gent, eyes open, mouth wide open in a scream and he had a look of horror on his face … I said a prayer. I was thinking, the families don’t even know what’s happened to them.

Brown said he had nightmares for years and, when invited to the inquiry, he was nervous about meeting the families. ‘When I first met them, I was a bit reluctant because I felt that we had failed them. We didn’t recover anyone alive. … Yes, I felt that, if only we had got one. Just any one … but it soon became evident that wasn’t gonna happen.’5

Children lost their parents, parents lost their children and twenty-nine entire families were wiped out. On a ghastly piece of videotape, a lifeless three-year-old is glimpsed being winched up into a rescue helicopter. It’s brief, but not brief enough.

Daniel Brown’s crewmate, Mark Stagg, also struggled with his memories and wrote down one that he could never shake, about a helicopter hovering over his ship to deliver a small bundle. He read out his account to a hushed hearing:

A winch man is lowered, late morning. This is unusual – he is carrying something. This has usually been wreckage. This time, it’s a baby. He is crying as he passes me the bundle. He leans his head to mine and shouts above the noise of the helicopter, ‘sorry’. Then he is gone. I look down and he is perfect and beautiful. The boy in me died that day. …6

I rested my cheek on the baby’s head and it was cold, so cold. I didn’t know what to do next and I put the baby in a plastic bag. It is six feet long and the little soul lies at the bottom and is insignificant. And I feel guilty. Sitting here now with all of you, I cannot begin to describe the utter wrongness of putting children into plastic bags. These words taste foul in my mouth and I can never escape how bad I felt then and how bad I feel now.

The hearing took a needed break after that. But as it continued, the evidence took away what little solace there was in the government’s insistence that this madness could not have been foreseen. 

Because it was. It was foreseen.
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BLINKING RED

IN THE CASE OF 9/11, the former CIA director George Tenet famously confessed to the Congressional investigating commission that ‘the system was blinking red’.1

In the case of the bombing of Air India Flight 182 – Canada’s 9/11 – the lights flashed, the bells rang, the sirens blared and the watchdogs slept through it all. Then, the politicians congratulated them on a job well done.

This cover-up largely succeeded. As a result, as time passed and the investigation foundered, few Canadians grasped how utterly those watchdogs had failed. Indians knew much more about the Khalistani threat, but the Air India case, as horrifying as it was, accounted for only 1.5 per cent of the deaths piled up in Punjab during the struggle for a Sikh state.

To put it mildly, India had its own problems. Three hundred and twenty-nine persons died on Flight 182 and two baggage handlers at Narita. But the Punjab police recorded 21,469 deaths in twelve savage years of Khalistani violence from 1981 to 1993. Using a shorter period, The Tribune logged 17,582 deaths from 1988 to 1995 – that’s nearly seven deaths a day, every day, for seven years. Indians were hardly in a position to point fingers at Canada for failing to stop the killing.2

These miserable facts, combined with sheer fatigue about the inconclusive investigation, meant that the soothing official message in Canada met little challenge at home or abroad. Whether Liberals or Conservatives held power in Ottawa, the mantra was the same: don’t worry, everyone did their job, you’re safe and secure.

In 1987, two years after the bombing and with no charges forthcoming, it was James Kelleher’s turn, as Canada’s solicitor general, to tell parliament that nobody could have seen the Air India bombing coming. ‘I should point out to the House that there was no indication that there was a specific threat to Flight 182.’3

Sixteen years later, in 2003, it was Solicitor General Wayne Easter’s turn. He said of the police and security services, ‘They were not in a position to know that there would be a terrorist attack on an Air India aircraft.’4

Perhaps that’s what people wanted to hear. It happens that Kelleher was a Conservative minister and Easter was a Liberal – but no matter. They sang in harmony and both were wildly, absurdly wrong. A full list of all the warnings missed would be cruel both to the reader and to the sleepy watchdogs – so here’s a brief summary.

Beginning in 1982, Canada’s security services knew that a terrorist group, the Babbar Khalsa, was operating in Canada; that it had dozens of killings on its record; that its leader, Talwinder Parmar, was wanted for murder; and that he was preaching that ‘Indian planes will fall from the sky.’ That’s why CSIS – the Canadian Security Intelligence Service – watched and wiretapped Parmar for three months before the Air India bombing, starting in March 1985.
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Affidavit of Archie Barr, then Deputy Director of the Canadian Security

Intelligence Service, applying in 1985 for a warrant to wiretap Talwinder Singh Parmar. 

Air India trial exhibit, BC Supreme Court

The surveillance made it plain that Parmar was intent on violence – so plain that Ray Kobzey, the CSIS agent in charge of watching him, immediately exclaimed on hearing that Flight 182 had gone down, ‘Parmar did it!’ 5
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A 1991 statement by CSIS officer Ray Kobzey,  in charge of surveillance of Talwinder Parmar.

Air India trial exhibit, BC Supreme Court

His bosses promptly insisted that they didn’t have a clue this was coming. There was ‘no warning’, they said, that Air India would be bombed. But warnings of an attack on Flight 182 were specific, timely and abundant.

In August of 1984, a French-Canadian criminal named Gerry Boudreault told the RCMP that some Vancouver Sikhs offered him $200,000 in cash to smuggle a bomb onto Air India’s flight from Montreal to London – Flight 182.6

‘This guy met me with a suitcase,’ Boudreault recalled, fifteen years later. ‘A Sikh. He opened it up and there it was stuffed with $200,000, and all I had to do was put a bomb on an Air India plane. I’d done some bad things in my time, done my time in jail, but putting a bomb on a plane – not me. I went to the police.’7

The police didn’t trust Boudreault and didn’t buy his story. But eyebrows went up a month later, when another man independently revealed the very same plot.

This time, it was a Sikh, Harmail Singh Grewal, who was trying to bargain down some criminal charges for robbery. Grewal told the Vancouver police that his fellow Sikhs planned to use a French-Canadian – that was Gerry Boudreault – to blow up an Indian plane. In fact, Grewal said the plan involved two planes and two bombs, which proved to be correct:

Officer: ‘There’s a plot to put a bomb on an airplane right?’

Grewal: ‘They said, yeah.’

Officer: ‘OK.’

Grewal: ‘Maybe two.’

Officer: ‘Maybe two airplanes?’

Grewal: ‘Well is it two, two, two, yeah. I heard their problem, they say if it doesn’t blow, what happens? They said … some extra …’

Officer: ‘A backup bomb?’

Grewal: ‘Yeah.’

Officer: ‘What kind of airplane?’

Grewal: ‘Air India 747.’

Officer: ‘Air India 747. Is this going to be leaving from Montreal?’

Grewal: ‘Yes.’

Officer: ‘And it’s going to be, when?’

Grewal: ‘Well I don’t know the exact date, you know, the time. A flight leaves only from Montreal in Canada.’8

Nothing was done to investigate this plot, but it’s worth pausing to notice that final phrase – that Air India flies, ‘only from Montreal in Canada’. 

A Toronto-to-Montreal leg was added to that flight in January of 1985, but the important issue is that, for years, Canadian officials kept insisting that there was ‘no specific warning’ about Flight 182.

The problem? There was no other Air India flight to attack. Air India’s flight from Toronto to Montreal and London, once a week, was the only flight the airline operated in Canada. You didn’t have to be an ace detective to know which flight to watch if Air India was threatened.

That one fact debunks decades of official claims about this case. Any threat to an Air India jet in Canada was specific to Flight 182, because it was the only available target.

Besides that, it became clear at the judicial inquiry that both CSIS and the RCMP knew what the Vancouver police knew about the plot described by Grewal. On 26 October 1984, CSIS reported to the RCMP that Grewal ‘disclosed knowledge of plans to blow up an AI 747 aircraft in November en route to India from Montreal.’9 That was a specific warning that Flight 182 would be bombed.

True, November came and went – but there was nothing done about it in November, either. After digging into this episode at his judicial inquiry, retired Supreme Court Justice John Major found that, ‘There is no evidence of any RCMP follow-up.’10

In fact, it was not until nine months after the bombing that investigators grasped the significance of Boudreault and Grewal independently revealing the same plot. What’s more, the suspects they both identified were the same as the RCMP’s suspects in the actual bombing – Talwinder Parmar, Ajaib Bagri, Surjan Gill and Inderjit Reyat.

Despite that, apparently to explain its failure to follow up, the RCMP kept insisting that the tips from Boudreault and Grewal were ‘totally unrelated’ to the actual Air India bomb plot. Justice Major observed that, ‘This conclusion defies reasonable explanation.’11

But those were just the early warnings. A crescendo of increasingly urgent alarms came in during the weeks and months before Flight 182 exploded. 

Evidence of this was inadvertently revealed by a parliamentary committee which oversaw CSIS. Following the conviction of the Air India bomb-maker, Inderjit Reyat, the Security Intelligence Review Committee, known as SIRC, triumphantly reported in 1992 that it had reviewed the warnings and that CSIS had done a fine job.

It was telling, though, that the committee censored the details of those warnings, leaving only the subject headings visible to the public – and even those showed that warnings came thick and fast. Referring to the year before the bombing, one heading said, ‘Air India Threatened’. Then, ‘More Threats to Air India’ … then, in 1985, ‘Air India Again Threatened’ … ‘CSIS warns of Very High Potential for Serious Incidents’ … and finally, this: ‘Something Big to Happen!’
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‘Something Big to Happen!’ From a ‘Top Secret’ 1992 committee report,  stating that ‘June 1985 opened with CSIS and the RCMP fully aware of the increased threat.’ Details of the warnings received were redacted, but were  revealed at a judicial inquiry fifteen years later. 
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That didn’t sound like there was ‘no warning’. On the contrary, the uncensored conclusion of the report was that, ‘There is no doubt that the Government of India warned Canada on a number of occasions that Air India operations were about to be attacked.’ But, of course, there was nothing ‘specific’ – and no criticism of CSIS. It wasn’t until John Major’s judicial inquiry got going in 2006 that the truth came out: the censored warnings had simply been ignored. That’s why they were censored.

On 1 June 1985, three weeks before the bombing of Flight 182, Air India’s Security Manager in Mumbai [then Bombay] reviewed reports from Indian intelligence agencies – which were active in Canada – and hit the panic button. His telex to all Air India offices around the world said there was: 

… a likelihood of sabotage attempts being undertaken by Sikh extremists by placing time/delay devices, etc., in the aircraft or registered baggage … Sikh extremists are planning to set up suicide squads who may attempt to blow up an aircraft by smuggling in of explosives in the registered or carry-on baggage or any other means …12

The telex directed ‘meticulous implementation of counter-sabotage measures for flights at all airports’. Those included matching all bags with passengers, and checking them with dogs or with technical explosive sniffers.

In Toronto, the 1 June telex was given to the RCMP, which seemed to be bored by the constant warnings and saw no need for additional measures. It never even shared the telex with CSIS, which said the threat level was ‘high’ but that it knew of no ‘specific threats’. So, in short, nothing was done about the telex.

It’s not easy to look back on this without gasping. Three weeks before the bombing, Air India and the RCMP were urgently told exactly what to watch for: time-bombs smuggled in luggage. And yet an unaccompanied bag was allowed on the plane without being checked. For his part, Justice Major was left straining to be polite. ‘The failure to follow up on it is difficult to understand,’ he concluded.13

But three weeks remained until the bombing – plenty of time for another series of blunders in rapid succession.

The first was the so-called ‘test blast’ on 4 June, when two CSIS officers tailed Parmar on a trip to Vancouver Island, where he went to see how Inderjit Reyat’s bomb-making was going. The officers didn’t know that was the plan, but they soon got a clue.14 The spies ducked down – one officer said ‘it scared the hell out of me’ – when Parmar and Reyat walked into the woods and set off a loud bang. Then … everybody just went home. The job of CSIS was not to intervene but to watch – so they kept watching and kept quiet about it. The RCMP was left in the dark and was never asked to stop and search Parmar, to see what was going on. He was, after all, under surveillance precisely because he was a known terrorist plotting attacks. Both CSIS and the RCMP knew that Flight 182 was a likely target for a smuggled bomb. The prime suspect just let off a blast in the woods. And still … nothing. 

This episode epitomizes the lack of co-ordination between the two agencies which so infuriated the families of the Air India victims in the years that followed. Justice John Major concluded: 

If the RCMP had known what CSIS knew and if CSIS had known what the RCMP knew, there is a high probability, almost a certainty, that the sabotaging of the Air India flight would have been prevented.15

At the time, though, the inertia on the part of both agencies seemed immutable as the days ticked down to the explosion. Two weeks before the bombing, Parmar and Bagri travelled together to Toronto, preaching at the Malton gurdwara near the airport. The next day, 10 June, an informer told the local police that people at the gurdwara were warned ‘not to fly Air India as it would be unsafe’. The report was filed away.

Then, on 12 June, there was another curious incident. Vancouver City Police spied on a meeting of Sikh extremists where Manmohan Singh of the ISYF was reported to have accused Pushpinder Singh, one of Parmar’s supporters, of not doing enough killing. Manmohan Singh was said to have pointed his finger and complained that, ‘No consuls have been killed! No Ambassadors have been killed! What are you doing? Nothing!’

Pushpinder Singh replied, ‘You will see! Something will be done in two weeks!’ 16

That was eleven days before Flight 182 exploded.

Meanwhile, the RCMP had yet another underworld source claiming that Sikhs were plotting to attack Air India. Paul Besso was a paid informer, ranked by the RCMP as a source of ‘known reliability’, who was helping to catch drug dealers in and around Duncan, Inderjit Reyat’s home on Vancouver Island. Besso later told the CBC that he was ignored when he revealed that his Sikh connections talked about attacking Air India.

‘I was wearing a body pack and my van was wired,’ he said, ‘so the RCMP actually have a transcript of a tape telling them of a plot against Air India, days to a week before it happened.’17

He added, ‘That turned my head around. Wait a minute – this is not drugs, this is not about making a little money we’re talking about, this is weapons. We’re talking about killing people. This is not cool.’ 

So we cannot say that nobody got the message. But there is no record that any official or police action resulted. The system flashed red and the sirens blared but, even as Inderjit Reyat was bundling his dynamite sticks together, there was still time for one last whistle-blower to get the brush-off. 

This time, it wasn’t a lowly snitch on the drug beat. This time, it was a top government security official with access to highly classified material.

When he testified, James Bartleman was a retired diplomat of distinction, serving as Lieutenant Governor of the Province of Ontario. But in June of 1985, he was Director-General of Intelligence Analysis at Canada’s Foreign Ministry, with deep knowledge of intelligence and counter-terrorism. He had been an arms negotiator at the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and Ambassador to Cuba and was, among other things, in charge of protecting foreign missions.

Bartleman’s testimony stopped the judicial inquiry in its tracks and threw government lawyers into a panic. In the week before the bombing, he said, he saw a classified warning of an attack on Air India that coming weekend – 22 and 23 June. That could only mean Flight 182, leaving on the evening of 22 June.

He stuffed the document in a secure folder and pulled a senior RCMP officer out of a meeting to ask if he’d seen it and if anything was done about it. The officer, he said, ‘hissed’ at him, saying he didn’t need Bartleman to tell him how to do his job. Bartleman concluded that it was being addressed and said no more for twenty-one years – until he heard the government still insisting at John Major’s inquiry that there was ‘no specific warning’ of the bombing. He knew that wasn’t true and picked up the phone. When he took the stand, the government’s lawyers claimed he was mistaken and that no such warning existed, but Justice Major had evidently seen enough bureaucratic cover-ups. He concluded:

The Commission accepts the evidence of Bartleman, and finds that he delivered a message to the RCMP identifying a direct threat to Air India 182 the weekend of the June 22, 1985 flight … [He] had nothing to gain by coming forward with his testimony, and stood only to suffer a loss to his reputation in facing government-wide efforts to impugn his credibility.18

That was a painful death blow to the ‘we-had-no-warning’ refrain that had endured for twenty-five years. The verdict was in: there was a blizzard of specific warnings written in large, bright letters.

 Just as stupefying as the indifference to all those warnings was the hole in basic security. Today, it’s hard to even imagine a time when an unaccompanied bag, checked in by a passenger who never took his seat, would be loaded onto a commercial airliner.

But that’s what happened on Flight 182, even in the ominous environment of June 1985. Air India broke its own rules by allowing the bag to be loaded. Its excuse was that it was loaded unseen, having been loaded first by CP Air on the connecting flight from Vancouver. CP Air had also ignored the failure of the bag’s owner to board the aircraft.

That passenger, ‘M. Singh’, was the one seen gently sliding his bag across the floor towards the check-in clerk. On reaching the desk, he ran into a problem. The CP agent, Jeannie Adams, told him his booking on Air India from Toronto was not confirmed, so she could not check his bag through. He’d have to pick it up in Toronto and re-check it on Air India. 

He argued with her. He’d paid for business class. She saw thirty people waiting in line behind him. It was a simpler time. She relented. CP Air, then, ‘interlined’ the ticking suitcase so that nobody needed to re-check it in Toronto and it just sailed through the bowels of the baggage area, onto the conveyor belt and into the belly of the plane. Air India never even saw it.

The RCMP probably didn’t see it, either – although, in view of the high threat level, two RCMP cruisers were parked near the plane, one under the wing, watching as it was loaded. If Air India had simply checked whether the bag from CP had a passenger with it, or if CP had noticed that the passenger never boarded in Vancouver, it could have altered history.
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DELETE, DELETE: THE TALE OF THE TAPES

ALL OF THE ABOVE warnings and risks could and should have been taken seriously. But that’s not all that might have been known. Because, every time that Talwinder Parmar’s home phone was in use, a CSIS wiretap was rolling. 

The fact that most of the tapes were erased has been a cause of suspicion ever since. As far as we know, they were not erased without being heard – although we can’t be sure, because they were, in fact, erased. But even if they were all listened to and translated, the fact that such important evidence was destroyed, and the circumstances in which that happened, certainly justifies the suspicion. 

In many cases, there are written summaries or translator’s notes. But CSIS recorded some 210 tapes from Parmar’s phone between 27 March and 1 July 1985 – that is, during the three months before and the week after the bombing on 23 June. Of those 210 tapes, 156 were erased after being reviewed by a translator, and only fifty-four were kept for the RCMP to review.

So, if the translator missed the significance of something, or didn’t listen all the way through, or forgot to write something down, too bad. There was no second chance because the tape was gone. Worse, if there was something incriminating, the evidence was gone and the translator’s summary would be a poor substitute in court. Defence lawyers would scoff at the lack of actual evidence, which, of course, is exactly what they did.

What’s more, CSIS only reluctantly and belatedly revealed to the police that the tapes even existed. It was secret intelligence, after all, and intelligence officers gathered intelligence, not evidence. It was never meant to be used in court. As an explanation for erasing the tapes, that’s feeble. But what’s beyond feeble is that CSIS kept on recording Parmar after the bombing, and, incredibly, knowing at once that he was the main suspect in a massacre, kept on erasing the tapes for another seven months, until ordered to stop in February of 1986.

Jim Jardine, a British Columbia prosecutor handling the case of Inderjit Reyat, wrote down his reaction when he saw a CBC News report revealing the erasures: ‘Inconceivable, incomprehensible, indefensible incompetence.’1

There were certainly real challenges in making sense of the tapes. Punjabi translators needed security clearances and by the time the bombs exploded on 23 June, only eighty-two of the 191 tapes then recorded had been translated. All but four of the translated tapes were then erased. But the backlog kept growing, so that eighty tapes from before the bombing still remained unheard and un-translated two months afterwards. Again, it was a feeble effort.

There were more excuses: conflicting policies on what should be kept. CSIS was new, recently created in reaction to abuses by the previous RCMP Security Service. Agents were told that tapes showing nothing criminal should be promptly erased to protect the privacy of the innocent. 

Somehow, the privacy of the innocent doesn’t seem like the right priority when you have tapes of a mass-murderer. Needless to say, none of these excuses satisfied the police, the prosecutors or the public when they found out about the trashing of the tapes. Justice Major brought the hammer down:

The failure to retain the tapes in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks … is inexcusable … To appreciate the staggering incompetence displayed in handling the Parmar Tapes, one need only recall that, in securing the warrant to intercept Parmar’s conversations, CSIS told the Federal Court that Parmar was a terrorist who would likely commit overt acts of terrorism … yet once the terrorists exploded the bombs at Narita and on Air India Flight 182, CSIS, for some reason, failed to change its habitual operational methods and continued erasing tapes as if nothing had happened. The Commission is satisfied that there is no convincing explanation, let alone acceptable excuse, for CSIS to continue to erase the Parmar Tapes in the aftermath of the bombings.2



23

THE MOLE THEORY

IT WAS INEVITABLE, THOUGH, that darker explanations than incompetence suggested themselves. Deepak Khandelwal, who lost both of his sisters in the bombing, summed up the question precisely at the inquiry: ‘How could anyone think that it was right to erase the tapes, regardless of protocol, unless they were trying to hide something?’1

Nobody ever really answered that – at least, at the inquiry. Justice Major stopped short of alleging a cover-up and went as far as he could with the phrase, ‘staggering incompetence’. Officially, the RCMP didn’t call it a cover-up, either, although it was blunt about the damage done to its investigation.

In an internal memo written in February 1996, the head of the RCMP’s Air India Task Force, Inspector Gary Bass, said, ‘There is a strong likelihood that had CSIS retained the tapes between March and August 1985, a successful prosecution against at least some of the principals in both bombings could have been undertaken.’2
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Extract from a 9 February 1996 memo by RCMP Inspector Garry Bass, later Deputy Commissioner, summarising the impact of the deletion by CSIS of its wiretap recordings of Talwinder Parmar.

But why would CSIS have vandalized the tapes in this way? Sinister speculation on that question is not the sort of thing a smart police officer puts in a memo to headquarters. It might surface, though, in an interview room when trying to soften up a suspect. That’s what happened as RCMP officers prepared for the trial and tried to persuade the suspects that the case against them was so strong that their only hope was to cut a deal to plead guilty and rat on the others.

They told Reyat, for example, that Malik was indeed exploring a possible deal. In the end, Reyat made one himself – although he broke his promise to incriminate the others. The RCMP investigators also told Malik and Bagri that CSIS had a mole in the plot, who knew everything and was pulled out at the last minute to avoid being implicated. The mole, they said, was the man who did, indeed, back out – the so-called consul general of Khalistan, Surjan Singh Gill.

Partial transcripts of these pre-trial interviews were entered into evidence. One showed RCMP Sergeant Jim Hunter as he walked Bagri through the story: 

Gill’s getting cold feet. … Now, why is he trying to back out? Well, because his CSIS agents have told him to back out. They told him to get out of there, that things are happening and you can’t be seen as part of that.3

In another room, Malik heard a similar story from Staff Sergeant Don Adam:

CSIS gave up this case after many years … after they’d done everything they could to keep it from coming to trial. … Why would a government agency destroy the very tapes that would, you know, of Mr Parmar’s? Perhaps if your agent was right in the middle of it and then it happened, and now you were all going to look horrible, you might, you might have a reason to cover that up, wouldn’t you?

None of these claims were tested in court and none were formally endorsed by the RCMP. Perhaps they were tactical. Police interview rooms are not palaces of truth. Still, the RCMP made the same suspicions known to the most formidable cop on the case: K.P.S. Gill, the feared police chief of Punjab.

Gill died in 2017, widely regarded as a ‘supercop’ in India. But, in retirement – and still with an armed guard – Gill gave an interview in 2003 to the CBC in New Delhi. He didn’t mince words about CSIS, the tapes and the mole theory: 

The difficult thing here is to distinguish between carelessness and complicity. Was it mere carelessness, or was it complicity? And if it was either of the two, why is it that for 18 years this knowledge was suppressed? … Well, it is obvious. This intelligence agency had a mole. The RCMP people told me, I think – some officers I’d met maybe a long time back – that it was known. And they were – they being professional policemen – were flabbergasted at what happened. I could sense their outrage. … And it is one thing that stands out, and which is that the Canadian Government knew about this planning and yet took no steps to prevent it from happening. … I would say it was a cover-up. It was a cover-up of a crime.4

Whether it was a cover-up or just ‘staggering incompetence’, it doesn’t change the bleak picture that survives in the translator’s notes. They’re usually just summaries, not transcripts, but they betray a man scheming to kill and to evade detection. Even though Talwinder Parmar was clearly wary of surveillance, often using a payphone down the street and telling callers to be careful what they said, he sometimes slipped up. A case in point was his effort to have Rajiv Gandhi assassinated, after Rajiv succeeded his murdered mother as prime minister of India. In April of 1985, the CSIS tapes were rolling as Jung Singh, an eager volunteer, phoned Parmar from West Germany seeking a green light to kill ‘that woman’s son’ during an upcoming visit there.

Parmar tells him to ‘shut up, don’t talk on the phone,’ but the caller presses on, saying, ‘there are three of us’ ready to kill and ‘one of us can have the killer number’. Parmar asks him, ‘Do you have a passport? Can you move around easily?’

‘Yes sir, there is no problem.’

‘Good then, maybe you’ll be able to do something,’ says Parmar, and promised to send instructions. 
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Extract from CSIS wiretap transcript of call to Talwinder Parmar from Jung Singh in West Germany, 8 April 1985. Singh offered to assassinate  Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi.

The translator didn’t miss it, and sent a note to flag the conversation. The transcript survives, but the tape was erased.

Other wiretaps are mundane, or even amusing. Not above using donations to invest in property, Parmar admonishes his real estate agent not to reveal that he, Parmar, the apostle of Sikh purity, is in business with a Hindu: 
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Extract from affidavit of RCMP Cst. Gary Clark-Marlow summarising CSIS wiretaps of calls between Talwinder Parmar and his real estate agent,  Ved Sharma, 19 June 1985.

But the most chilling calls occurred later on that very same day – 19 June 1985 – three days before the Air India bombing. Soon after tending to his real estate investments, Parmar turned to booking the tickets for the two bombs he wished to place on two Air India planes. The wiretaps revealed a series of calls whose timing and sequence dovetailed perfectly with the purchase of both tickets in a single transaction.

Here’s how it all unfolded. The planes were due to take off on 22 June. On the evening of 18 June, CSIS surveillance agents had spotted Parmar meeting at his home with two of his Vancouver men – Ripudaman Singh Malik and Hardial Singh Johal. Then, on the wiretap for the next day, 19 June, Parmar is heard telephoning Johal to ask, did he ‘write the story?’ Johal says, no, he didn’t and Parmar urges him to ‘do that work first’. 

In this case, the original translator’s notes survive:
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Translator’s notes from the Parmar wiretap, 19 June 1985. In coded language, Parmar orders the booking of the tickets for both bombs. 

Air India trial exhibit, BC Supreme Court

Minutes later, CP Air’s reservations system logs a call from a man who books two tickets – one to Tokyo, connecting with Air India’s flight to Bangkok, and the other to Montreal, connecting with Air India’s flight to London. Asked for a contact number, the caller leaves one which just happens to be Hardial Johal’s old number. What are the chances that someone other than Johal would come up with that number?

Next, minutes after that call to CP Air, Johal calls Parmar back and asks him to ‘come over and read the story he asked for’. Parmar says he will ‘be there shortly’. Next, the CSIS spies at Parmar’s house see him driving away towards Hardial Johal’s house. After that, CP Air gets another call to change the routing so the eastbound flight would connect with Air India in Toronto, instead of Montreal.

It all fits. Those were the tickets that were soon picked up by a man in a yellow turban who paid $3,005 in cash – the same tickets that were used on 22 June to check in the bombs. Johal, who died in 2002, was also seen at the airport that morning – and was in contact with Reyat by phone. 

In short, there was clear evidence implicating Parmar and Johal in the booking of the tickets. Without the tapes, though, the translator’s notes offered defence lawyers a tempting target. In fact, they had a field day with the deletion of the tapes.

Before the Air India trial even started its hearings in 2003, the defence forced the prosecution to admit that erasing the tapes was ‘unacceptable negligence’ which might have destroyed evidence that would exonerate the accused. They didn’t have to prove that there actually was such exoneration, just that there might have been. The prosecution had to admit it – after all, how would they prove otherwise?5

The admission of negligence would normally trigger some kind of remedy – a penalty imposed on the prosecution by the judge – to right the wrong. But, in the end, that wasn’t necessary because the accused were acquitted anyway.

For prosecutors, the curse of Khalistan was always hovering close by.
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LEGAL LESSONS: HOW TO LOSE

THE PRESIDENT OF THE Air India Victims’ Association, Bal Gupta, remarked after the Air India verdict, ‘Our Canadian system is just incompetent to handle acts of terrorism of this type.’1

Time and again, he was proved right. In the Air India case, much of the most damning evidence was ruled inadmissible, on the basis of legal reasoning so ingenious that it stretches the limits of what is comprehensible. But that was part of a pattern. 

The pattern was already evident in related cases. An example touched on earlier in these pages is the case of Ujjal Dosanjh, attacked and beaten with an iron bar in February 1985, after condemning violence by Khalistani ‘goons’. Dosanjh had received more than his share of death threats. The day before the attack, a new one was left on his telephone answering machine. ‘If you don’t shut up,’ a man said, ‘we’ll straighten you out.’

The effort to beat in his skull came after work the next day. Thanks to the fortuitous arrival of his law partner, Dosanjh got a good look at his attacker and, when he got out of hospital, a friend mentioned that a co-worker named Jaspal Atwal had talked about ‘visiting’ Dosanjh on the day of the attack. So they played back the recording on the answering machine. The voice matched Atwal’s. Dosanjh then waited at the sawmill where Atwal worked, and recognized him as the man with the iron bar.2

A novice detective, however, bungled the case. He organized an unnecessary police line-up, in which Dosanjh identified Atwal again. Then, the judge said the line-up was tainted because Dosanjh had previously identified Atwal elsewhere and had already made up his mind. So Atwal went free.

The Canadian justice system seemed to devise many ways to free such men. 

Following the Air India bombing, Parmar and Reyat were both charged in connection with the test blast on Vancouver Island – but CSIS refused to reveal its secret surveillance of the episode and no evidence against Parmar was produced. The wiretaps were not disclosed and Parmar’s charges were dismissed. Reyat was merely fined for possession of explosives. Neither was charged with the Air India bombing. CSIS was still sitting on what it knew, so the police were unable to mine it for leads.

To see the system really tie itself in knots, though, look to another Air India bomb plot, uncovered in 1985 by the FBI in New York. This time, they had video and it was not erased. The tape showed the conspirators from Montreal, seeking explosives and discussing the likelihood that some innocent Sikhs would die:

What we really need is all the material we need to, say, if we want to make a time-bomb. … At this stage of the game, I’m not really concerned with the number of lives lost. And even if a part of the Sikhs goes with it – because in some of the places there will be Sikhs there as well – that is the price of our revolution.3

Such candour about the unimportance of innocent lives was not unique in the Khalistan movement. 

But most of the legal case had nothing to do with bombing a plane or killing anyone. Unbelievably, that became a secondary matter. Instead, through appeals and more appeals in the Quebec courts, wrangling over the law on disclosure kept the litigation alive for no less than twelve years.

During that time, two suspects spent six years in prison – only to see the case collapse because the prosecution failed to meet its court-ordered obligation to produce a confidential FBI informant. Although he was produced at one point, it was in disguise, which was deemed insufficient. The two suspects, Santokh Singh Khela and Kashmir Singh Dhillon, finally went free.

Or consider the ill-starred Hamilton case of 1986. Parmar, Bagri and several others were charged in Hamilton, Ontario, with conspiring to blow up the Indian parliament and take hostages. The case was built on wiretaps, and the affidavit used to get a warrant for those wiretaps had informants’ names blacked out to protect them from reprisals. But the court required prosecutors to reveal them to the defence. That was the law.

The prosecutors refused, thereby folding their tent. Parmar and the others walked free.

On and on, the trail of defeats continued. The same year, 1986, four men were caught red-handed after shooting Malkiat Singh Sidhu, a Punjab cabinet minister who was visiting Vancouver Island for a wedding. Sidhu survived and the four men were sentenced to twenty years for attempted murder, with Jaspal Atwal – the man named by Ujjal Dosanjh a year earlier – admitting that he was the shooter.

That didn’t end it, though. Police wiretaps suggested a wider conspiracy which the prosecution set out to prove, adding five other men to the plot. But that failed when errors were discovered in the affidavit used to get the wiretap authorized. The case was thrown out and the suspects all released. The head of CSIS, Ted Finn, resigned.

These recurring pratfalls did not raise hopes for the main Air India case, which finally lumbered into view, fifteen years after the bombing, in October of 2000. That’s when Ripudaman Singh Malik and Ajaib Singh Bagri were arrested.
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THE AIR INDIA TRIAL

FROM THE ARRESTS IN October of 2000, to the verdict in March of 2005, the families of the Air India victims kept hoping for justice. Many of them travelled to Vancouver to see at least some of it for themselves. As they watched, though, their hope stretched thin. When the verdict came down, they erupted. 

Ed Madon, who lost his father, lived in Vancouver and often attended the trial with his mother and sister on behalf of the other families. ‘Let me start out,’ he said, ‘by saying how devastated I am, and we all are, that the true perpetrators of this crime are free men today. They have made yet another mockery of the Canadian justice system.’1

They all felt that way. Sanjay Lazar, from Mumbai, lost his entire family on Flight 182. He’d flown to Vancouver to hear the verdict for himself, then stormed to the microphones. ‘Today,’ he said, ‘once again, twenty years on, we have lost our families all over again, this time to the Canadian justice system.’ These blistering comments were carried live across the country. 
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Sanjay Lazar (rear left), Natasha Madon, Lata Pada, Perviz Madon and Ed Madon (all in foreground) after the Air India verdict, 15 March 2005. 

Photo: CBC

Lata Pada, a classical dancer, had lost her husband and two daughters. ‘Today’s verdict,’ she said, ‘flies in the face of what we believe Canada to be: a just society.’

Rattan Kalsi waited his turn and then held up a small photograph of his daughter, Indira. ‘I lost my daughter, twenty-one-year-old daughter!’ he cried. ‘This is a small court. There is a higher court – God’s court! They will be punished a little later!’
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Rattan Kalsi holds a picture of his daughter, Indira, who died on Air India  Flight 182 at the age of twenty-one. 

Photo: CBC

One extra victim had his family speak up that day. Tara Singh Hayer did not die on the flight, but was shot dead after he threatened to expose the bombers. His son, Dave Hayer, then a member of the British Columbia legislature, stood on the courthouse steps and let his rage show. ‘I think it also sends a message to the other terrorists,’ he said, ‘in Canada, you can come up, you can blow up an airplane, kill innocent human beings, nothing’s gonna happen to you!’2

We did not know it would end this way. What happened?

It took more than two years to build a special high-security courtroom, to slog through a bail hearing and many pre-trial motions, to organize a schedule of witnesses and to negotiate Reyat’s plea deal. When the trial actually got rolling in the spring of 2003, Malik and Bagri were a picture of patriarchal respectability in the dock, with their robes, turbans, greying beards and large, loyal families. 

Both came to Canada in the 1970s and became more religious thereafter. Born in Lahore, Malik was alleged to be the paymaster of the bomb plot. He was a wealthy businessman who had founded a private school – the Khalsa School – designed to keep Sikh children in the faith and away from western, secular influences. He also owned a bank – the Khalsa Credit Union – as well as a clothing import business, a hotel and sundry real estate holdings, including a mansion in a posh section of Vancouver. 

Malik also adopted the robes of a holy man and joined the Akhand Kirtani Jatha – a devout, hymn-singing society that was associated with the Babbar Khalsa. In a CBC broadcast about the Sikh religion in September 1988, Malik said:

Every step I take I have to consult my religion that I’m right. I have to do the whole thing. And the religion, my religion, is a whole life.3

He also stressed the anger of Sikhs at the Indian government following the 1984 attack on the Golden Temple, explaining that Canadians wouldn’t understand it: 

I don’t think there was any Sikh who wasn’t upset at that time – I was upset, too. And I don’t think the Canadians can realize this unless it happens to them. Only the wearer knows where the shoe pinches.

Malik, evidently, felt the pinch. When Talwinder Parmar was imprisoned in Germany in 1983, Malik paid his mortgage. Later, in 1985, Parmar was heard talking to Surjan Singh Gill about depositing cheques from Malik. On the evening of 18 June 1985 – the night before Hardial Singh Johal booked the tickets for the bombing – Malik and Johal were both seen by a CSIS surveillance team, meeting with Parmar at his house.
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Ripudaman Singh Malik arrives for a meeting at Talwinder Parmar’s house in Burnaby, British Columbia, on 18 June 1985, the day before the tickets were booked for the Air India bombing by Hardial Johal. Johal also attended the meeting. 

Air India trial exhibit, BC Supreme Court

Bagri, by contrast, was far from rich. He was the Kamloops millworker who had made his mark with a cry for revenge at the 1984 WSO convention in New York. Bagri was a devoted follower of Talwinder Parmar and often travelled with him as his right-hand man. He was alleged to have helped get the bombs on the two planes.

By the time Malik and Bagri went on trial, Canadian prosecutors had chalked up only one win on the Air India file, thanks to meticulous forensic work by Japanese detectives who dug shrapnel out of the walls of the baggage area at Narita Airport.

One of Reyat’s dynamite bombs had exploded there, nearly an hour before the Flight 182 bomb blew up near Ireland. Baggage handlers Hideharu Koda and Hideo Asano died instantly and four others were wounded as they moved luggage from an incoming CP Air flight from Vancouver, to Air India’s Flight 301 to Bangkok and Mumbai. 

If the blast had come later, the two bombs together would have taken the lives of more than 500 passengers and crew.

The Japanese police were able to discover the make and model numbers of the bomb’s components, including a Sanyo tuner and a Micronta clock, both bought with Inderjit Singh Reyat’s credit card on Vancouver Island. They also found remnants of tape used to wrap the dynamite sticks, and other parts that matched items found in Reyat’s home.
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A CP Air baggage cart after the explosion at Narita Airport, near Tokyo,  on 23 June 1985. Two baggage handlers were killed and four wounded as they moved the bags to an Air India flight to Bangkok. 

Air India trial exhibit, BC Supreme Court 

That led to Reyat’s manslaughter conviction in 1991. He received a ten-year sentence, in addition to the two years he’d spent in a British prison fighting extradition to Canada. He’d fled with his family to England after being fined in the case of the test blast. He knew that wouldn’t be the end of it.

The police plan was to entice Reyat to betray his co-conspirators. Reyat’s plan was to keep his mouth shut. In a 1998 prison interview, he insisted that he knew nothing about the plot and felt deeply for the victims of the bombing: 

In my mind, I never ever hurt anyone. Never will. You know, I’m scared to kill a fly. How can I take people’s life – innocent people? Those people that die on the plane, they related to me as well. They like my family, I really felt for them.4

At that point in the interview, Reyat made what seemed to be an attempt to break down in tears. He is not a born actor, though. Tears did not come and, after a perfunctory sob, he moved on. This was, after all, a man who had spent most of his life protecting a deadly terrorist conspiracy and was so indifferent to what his bombs would do that, by his own account, he never even asked Parmar who would be the target.

Reyat also discussed, in his prison interview, the fortune he said he turned down when the police begged him to testify against the other members of the plot: 

They offer me immunity, they won’t charge me if I become their witness. They offering money, any amount of money, you name it, we’ll give you, and not only that, we’ll relocate your family to England and start your own business there. That’s what they offer me.

But Reyat also knew that the price he’d pay would likely be much higher than anything he got from the police. Betrayal would mean death and, even if he were safe in prison for now, his four children would be sitting ducks. As it was, Malik was paying to feed, house and educate them.

Reyat calculated that he should hunker down, do his time, hold his tongue and milk the taxpayer – who would soon be on the hook for his massive legal bills. As his sentence for the Narita bomb drew to a close, he was added to the trial of Malik and Bagri, accused with them of mass murder in the Air India case. It would be a huge trial and the state would provide a team of defence lawyers. Opportunity beckoned to skim some money off the top.

Reyat reasoned that his legal defence could be a gravy train, and he suggested to his lawyer, David Martin, that his children could work on the defence team and make $15,000 per month. Martin allowed that $10,000 might be possible. Reyat’s two older children were duly hired and submitted inflated accounts for time not spent and work not done. The scam was working perfectly until the other lawyers on the team noticed and blew the whistle. One called it a ‘shakedown’ by Reyat.

Martin was later suspended and fined by the Law Society of British Columbia in a scathing ruling which said, ‘Reyat was clearly expecting the Respondent (David Martin) to provide his family with kickback type funding from the public purse.’5

New lawyers were found and the trial began with a jolt in 2003. The new lawyers had been busy: Reyat had made his deal with the prosecution. He was going to plead guilty, and talk.
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REYAT’S PLEA

ON 10 FEBRUARY 2003, Reyat offered a plea of guilty in return for a modest five-year sentence, this time for the Flight 182 bomb – or, more precisely, for assembling the parts for the bomb. He didn’t have to admit that he knew who finished the job or what the bombs were for, but he did have to promise to testify truthfully.

Five years was seen as a pretty good deal for a charge of mass murder. On the other hand, the bargain solved a problem for the prosecution by tying the two bombs together in one plot. After a decade in prison already, Reyat didn’t want to risk another long sentence. So the deal made sense for him and for the prosecutors, giving them a quick victory and, seemingly, a key witness.

Seemingly – but that’s all. Reyat’s promise to testify truthfully inevitably sparked rumours that he’d agreed to rat on Malik and Bagri. A panicked lawyer from Reyat’s defence team called me, begging me not to report that because it would endanger Reyat’s life. 

It was an interesting call. Here were Reyat, Malik and Bagri, all jointly fighting to prove they weren’t killers – and Reyat’s own lawyers were saying that Malik and Bagri would have him killed if he talked. Please make sure, they asked, that everyone knows he won’t.

So Reyat took the stand, swore to tell the whole truth and then sealed his lips, claiming he knew nothing about anything and had no idea that the bombs might hurt anyone. He didn’t know what Parmar wanted them for and didn’t ask. He didn’t know who else was in on the plot and he even said he didn’t know who ‘Mr X’ was. That was an unidentified man from Toronto who stayed in his house, with his wife and children, for a week while they worked together to perfect the singular achievement of Reyat’s life: the bombs. And Reyat he had no idea who he was.

Reyat’s testimony was a spectacle. Once again, his acting skills let him down. Again and again, prosecutor Len Doust tore his story apart:

Doust: ‘Did you ever get Mr X’s phone number?’

Reyat: ‘I did. Wrote it somewhere at home …’

Doust: ‘Why did you get his phone number?’

Reyat: ‘Just in case I want to phone, you know, talk to him …’

Doust: ‘And if you phoned him, who were you going to ask for?’

Reyat: ‘I never phoned him …’

Doust: ‘Who were you going to ask for if you phoned him?’

Reyat: ‘His name. Which I don’t know …’1

Right to the end, Reyat protected his comrades and was loyal to the cause – which, of course, he knew nothing about. Then, having utterly trampled his pledge to tell the truth, Reyat put his hands together and bowed to Malik and Bagri as he stepped down from the witness box. 

He had saved his life and their hides. The judge couldn’t do a thing about it – except administer a tongue-lashing. He called Reyat ‘an unmitigated liar under oath’ and added:

… his evidence was patently and pathetically fabricated in an attempt to minimize his involvement in his crime to an extreme degree, while refusing to reveal relevant information he clearly possesses. His hollow expression of remorse must have been a bitter pill for the families of the victims. If he harboured even the slightest degree of genuine remorse, he would have been more forthcoming.2

The prosecutors did get their revenge, though. They brought perjury charges for Reyat’s blizzard of lies and won a record sentence of nine years. Reyat kept a clean record in prison and served six. He was released in 2016 and is now free, living quietly in British Columbia. 

Very quietly. Lips tightly sealed.

Malik and Bagri are free, too, and enjoying spending time with their grandchildren. 

Their cases were more complicated than Reyat’s and their acquittals came with some advanced legal acrobatics which, buried in such a long and tedious trial, escaped notice in the wider world and even in Canada. To this day, after a catastrophic terrorist attack which entangled the police and the justice system for three decades, few Canadians and few Indians could tell you why on earth the case fell apart.

That’s partly because we, the media, did a terrible job of conveying what a travesty the trial was. We didn’t see the verdict coming and were as bemused as everyone else. We’d skated over the boring legal arguments which turned out, in fact, to be crucial, because they determined how reams of damning evidence were simply discarded.

To call it a travesty may seem cruel – but what else can be said of a trial where a detailed, first-hand account of a confession by the accused was ruled inadmissible, because it was ‘prejudicial’ and would be a distraction? 

In that instance, the witness couldn’t object – because he had been murdered. But the other witnesses got the message in that murder, and so clearly that the trial became an elaborate demonstration that witness intimidation works.
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TRASHED: THE STORY OF MS E

INDEED, THE LEGAL PROCESS ensured that it worked. An example was the damning story about Bagri told – out of court – by a witness who then pretended to forget it in the witness box because she feared he would kill her.

The judge saw clearly what was going on.1 He knew her fear was real and he knew her memory loss was fake. To protect her, he banned any mention of her name and dubbed her ‘Ms E’. He ruled that she ‘feigned memory loss’ to avoid risking her life and that of her two children. Further, he ruled that, when she had told her story secretly to an agent from CSIS, she had no reason to lie and every reason to remember the episode vividly.

It was a very incriminating tale. In 1987, two years after the Air India bombing, a shrewd CSIS officer named Willy Laurie got Ms E to talk by promising that it would be strictly confidential, that it would not reach the police and that she would not have to testify in court. She had lost relatives on Flight 182 and it was known that Bagri often stayed with her when in Vancouver. Laurie didn’t bully her or threaten charges if she didn’t talk, and he even carried a box of Indian sweets to their meetings.

Very soon, she was sobbing as she seized the chance to get a terrible secret off her chest without risking her life.

She then revealed that, late on the night before the bombs were checked in, her childhood friend, Bagri, came asking to borrow her car to take bags to the airport. He said he’d bring the car back because he wasn’t going anywhere – only the bags were – although he might not come back if he were caught. She knew he was up to no good and refused. 

Then, when she heard about the bombing, she realized he was involved and told him he was no longer welcome at her house. He made it plain, she said, that he’d kill her and/or her children if she revealed his secrets.

Later, she confronted Bagri’s wife, who retorted that people were warned not to fly on Air India and that, ‘if they chose to fly Air India, it was their own fault if they got killed.’

Laurie, the intelligence officer, testified that he made careful notes and filed reports, which were produced in evidence. He said Ms E repeated her account in follow-up meetings, that she was consistent and was ‘100 per cent certain’. She added details, saying Bagri told her he needed her car because ‘the thing he needed to do that day was very important’ and that if they got caught, Ms E ‘would not see him anymore’. 

But she also stuck to her insistence that she would ‘never go on to the witness stand’, because she knew that ‘those who committed the crime would have her children murdered’. She said Inderjit Reyat was in the same boat – with four children – and would therefore say nothing about the bomb plot.

The essential details of Ms E’s account, though, were all there in Laurie’s original report, which remained secret for years. Shown below are extracts from Willy Laurie’s 1987 report to CSIS headquarters on his first interview with Ms E (UMs refers to unidentified males).2 
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So, when police officers tried to get Ms E to repeat the tale of the night before the bombs were loaded, she pretended to have forgotten it. 


Twice, though, she did relent, and even signed statements confirming what she had told Laurie, only to get cold feet again as the trial drew near. Everyone knew what happened to Tara Hayer, the publisher who was shot dead in 1998. Bagri had bragged to her that the Babbar Khalsa could have anyone killed.

Finally, Ms E came to court and said she could not recall the dramatic events of that late-night visit from Bagri. She refused to repeat what she told Laurie, although she did say she always told him the truth – and the judge accepted that Laurie reported it accurately: ‘I accept the evidence of Laurie with respect to what he was told by the Witness.’

So he allowed Laurie’s reports to be entered into evidence. His ruling said:

It was not the kind of evidence fraught with the risk of inherent unreliability. … The emotional impact of a disaster of those proportions, particularly with family members as victims, would have been significant in the extreme. … Memory of such an event would be deeply embedded and slow to erode, if ever.3

Furthermore, the judge saw no reason why she would have implicated Bagri falsely – especially since she insisted it remain secret: ‘… a motive to falsely implicate Mr Bagri is inconsistent with her not revealing the information until she felt assured that it would not find its way to the police. No other motive to fabricate is suggested or reveals itself.’

And yet in his verdict, Mr Justice Ian Bruce Josephson tossed the story out as unreliable. 

The reasoning behind the ruling is very hard to follow. The judge said that her failure to repeat the story in court violated Bagri’s rights, because her silence deprived Bagri’s defence of the chance to cross-examine her on the story she refused to tell. The judge wasn’t saying it wasn’t true – only that, legally, it had to be thrown out.

The judge also ruled that there were no recordings or other proof that she had told her story to Laurie – this, even though he had already ruled that Laurie reported it correctly and even though she had signed statements confirming that it was so. Judge Josephson summed up her conversations with Laurie this way:

These statements were provided on a confidential basis and not under oath by a person who falsely claimed loss of memory when testifying. When one adds to this the inability of the defence to conduct an effective cross-examination on significant issues surrounding those hearsay statements … a reasonable doubt arises with respect to the ultimate reliability of Ms E’s hearsay statements to Mr Laurie.4

Notice three things about this finding: first, that the judge made no attempt to address the fact that what she told Laurie was corroborated by other evidence – which it was. That corroboration is explored below. 

The second thing to note is that the judge had already ruled that she had no reason to lie to Laurie. Third, Ms E did say under oath that she told Laurie the truth. Yet this crucial evidence against Bagri was gone in a puff of smoke. It no longer existed for the purposes of the trial. Years of work by police, prosecutors and Willy Laurie had been tossed aside.

Lawyers will tell you that the judge applied the law properly, or at least defensibly. Maybe so. But that doesn’t change what happened: the court declared that it didn’t matter if she told Laurie the truth, because her silence – caused by her fear that Bagri would kill her – was a violation of poor Bagri’s rights. If it was correct in law, it was a disgrace to common sense.

But the elephant in this room was the corroboration of her statements to Laurie by other evidence. In fact, the crucial details of Ms E’s supposedly unreliable story were corroborated by three other independent sources.

First, her story describes a last-minute scramble by Bagri, banging on her door late at night, to get the bombs to the airport. That dovetails perfectly with the account of Tara Singh Hayer, shown below, who said he heard Bagri himself describing the same scramble, caused by Surjan Singh Gill quitting the Babbar Khalsa at the last minute.

The chance of Hayer and Ms E just happening to invent that same last-minute hitch is impossibly remote. It is even more remote considering that Gill backing out and leaving Bagri looking for an alternative is itself corroborated by the police. Gill did back out. Neither Hayer nor Ms E knew it, but the police have his resignation letter from the Babbar Khalsa, dated two days before the bombing, and CSIS watchers saw him deliver the letter himself. 

So Ms E and Tara Hayer both had it right – but they didn’t know what the police knew. Any chance that they could have known what the other was saying is also remote, since both feared for their lives if their stories got out and so spoke in strict secrecy – Hayer to the police and Ms E to CSIS. Furthermore, Hayer told his story in 1985 and could not have known then what Ms E would say two years later.

All of this means the two accounts are mutually reinforcing – but Ms E’s story is further reinforced by another reported Bagri confession, this time by an FBI informer code-named ‘John’. She says Bagri mentioned meeting John, just as John told the FBI that he met Bagri – again, speaking in secrecy. So each story supports the others and the story of Bagri banging on Ms E’s door fits the facts. What ‘reasonable doubt’ is there that she was telling the truth?

There is, however, no sign in the verdict that the judge considered the fact that what Ms E told Willy Laurie was borne out by what Tara Hayer told the police, or by what John told the FBI, or by the plain fact of Surjan Gill’s backing out.

As we’ll see, though, the judge had a reason not to consider Hayer’s evidence: he’d already ruled it out, just as he ruled out Ms E’s. In his verdict, he said the evidence fell ‘markedly short’. And we can see why. He disallowed it.

Inevitably, the deletion of Ms E’s story left the families of the victims furious. Speaking for them, Ed Madon said:

How dare they throw that out? How dare they? It’s mind-boggling, truly, and it doesn’t make sense. It might make sense to some legal experts but to the average Canadian, how can a judge throw out evidence that clearly indicates that the witness has been threatened? What other evidence does a judge need to point to guilt?5

I mentioned this episode to a veteran US prosecutor, Andy McCarthy, who handled his share of terrorism cases in New York, including the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Centre. McCarthy was just as baffled as the families and said courts should never allow an accused to benefit from intimidation:

It doesn’t and it shouldn’t make sense to the common person or frankly to anyone else,’ he said, ‘that someone by his own misconduct should be able to prevent a witness from testifying truthfully and then profit from that.6

‘That’s what is sickening,’ Ed Madon added. ‘That’s exactly what happened here.’
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THE PUBLISHER, UNPUBLISHED:  TARA SINGH HAYER

AS BIZARRE AS THE ‘Ms E’ episode appears, it wasn’t an aberration. The court produced another dizzying spectacle in disposing of the equally compelling story of Tara Singh Hayer. Here, too, the court constructed a legal netherworld where the evidence magically ceased to exist. As noted, Hayer’s story corroborated Ms E’s account. But this time, the source was not a terrified single mother, desperate to protect her children. Instead, Hayer was a fearless, and even reckless, publisher of a Punjabi-language paper called the Indo-Canadian Times. Hayer was a Sikh separatist with an acid pen, who greeted the 1984 murder of Indira Gandhi by dubbing her ‘India’s Hitler’. But he also raked the Babbar Khalsa over the coals – accusing Parmar of misusing donations and of lacking the religious credentials he claimed. 

For Hayer, assassinating a prime minister who attacked the Golden Temple was fine, but killing innocent civilians was both wrong and damaging to the separatist cause.

Then, Hayer heard what Bagri had to say about it.

At the end of 1985, a few months after the bombing, Hayer was in London for a conference and called on his old friend and fellow publisher, Tarsem Singh Purewal, at his office in Southall, near Heathrow airport. Like Hayer, Purewal ran a newspaper – Des Pardes – and was paid by various separatist groups, including the Babbar Khalsa, to print their propaganda.1

While Hayer was there, another Canadian visitor came by: Ajaib Singh Bagri. Purewal asked to speak to Bagri privately, so Hayer sat with a few other men on the other side of a room divider which enabled them to hear, but not see, the conversation. What followed was an astonishing disclosure which Hayer revealed to the police.2

By his account, Bagri told Purewal that the Air India bomb was intended to force the Indian government to ‘come on their knees and give them Khalistan’.3 Purewal then asked how Bagri managed to get a bomb on Flight 182. 

Bagri, Hayer said, confided that another Babbar Khalsa man, Surjan Singh Gill, the so-called consul general of Khalistan, was supposed to take the bombs to the airport but got scared at the last minute and resigned from the Babbar Khalsa. Hayer said Bagri described how he had got someone else to take the bombs and had proposed that Gill be murdered, but that Parmar vetoed that for fear of bringing suspicion on them.
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Extract from Tara Singh Hayer’s sworn statement to the RCMP about his 1985 visit to Tarsem Singh Purewal’s office in London, when he heard Purewal speaking to Ajaib Singh Bagri. Both Purewal and Hayer were later murdered. 

Hayer now faced a decision. He knew that this information could get him killed. In the months that followed, he told the RCMP about it but said he would not testify because he did not trust the Canadian police to protect him, saying they were too soft.

He did, however, telephone Purewal while the police taped the call, and got Purewal to confirm that Bagri had described his own involvement and how Surjan Gill backed out of the plot. That, in turn, dovetailed with CSIS surveillance of a visit to Parmar’s house by Gill, noted above, in which he delivered an envelope two days before the bombing. 

In a raid during the investigation of the 1986 plot to blow up the Indian parliament, the police found Gill’s resignation letter from the Babbar Khalsa – dated two days before the bombing. Ergo, the police could show that Gill did indeed quit the Babbar Khalsa as Hayer reported – meaning that his account of what Bagri said fit the facts. 

For the RCMP, then, Hayer was a godsend. He had pierced a wall of silence around the conspiracy. As RCMP Staff Sgt Robert Solvason explained years later to the judicial inquiry, many in the Sikh community ‘were of the view that, “nothing is going to happen anyways; the police don’t do anything and can’t do anything.”’ Hayer, he said, was one of them and ‘mentioned that almost daily, that he wanted to see things happen and wanted to see if the Canadian system would work.’4

It certainly didn’t work fast. Hayer stewed as the investigation stumbled on with no charges.

Two years after the confession in London, he could no longer resist letting on that he knew something – and not just to a few friends, but in his paper. On 11 September 1987, he revealed that he’d heard an ‘admission’, and urged witnesses to expose the ‘demons’ who blew up Air India Flight 182. 

Published in Punjabi and unnoticed in the English-language world, the piece said:

… the admission of a man, in the presence of at least four other men, that we are responsible for this tragedy, and this is how we did it, proves who is behind it. … All of us, anyone who knows anything about the tragedy, should inform the officials so that the demons who drank the blood of 331 people, no matter how they appear, have action taken against them by the government, so that the whole Sikh race is not disgraced by an act committed by a few men.5

That article must have sent a shockwave through the Air India conspiracy. The rule of silence had been broken. Even though a casual reader would not know what ‘admission’ Hayer was referring to, Bagri certainly would. Hayer, a separatist insider, had declared not only that the ‘demons’ must be exposed but that he was in a position to do so.

Something had to be done. In Pakistan, a Sikh teenager named Harkirat Bagga was recruited to come to Canada and shoot Hayer. But, as the plot to kill him took shape, Hayer published more. In another article in April of 1988, he named Bagri: ‘If you remember the Air India flight that blew up in mid-air, the police connected to this could be keeping an eye on Bagri …’6

He was turning up the heat. In his July edition, Hayer mentioned both Bagri and Parmar:

Mr Reyat sent a bomb from Vancouver in a suitcase to Japan … the police are also trying to link the accusation to the Air India flight 182 as well. Talwinder Singh (Parmar) and Bagri having a hand in this, the police made a very long and thorough investigation … 

Then, even as Bagga drew near, Hayer stopped being coy. In August of 1988, he published a frontal assault:

In 1985 in England, Bagri was talking noisily about his involvement in the blowing up of the Air India airplane and in another section of the same room, four men were listening to him and expressing their remorse by saying, could a man in the Sikh appearance murder countless innocent people?7

One week after that was published, Harkirat Bagga arrived at Hayer’s office, shot him at close range and was captured as he ran away. In his initial statement to police, Bagga said he got both the gun and some money from Bagri, but he recanted all that in court and said he shot Hayer for personal reasons. Bagri denied knowing Bagga, although he visited him in jail repeatedly.8’9 No conspiracy was alleged. Bagga served four years and was deported to India in 1994.

Hayer was in a wheelchair, and in pain, for the rest of his life. One bullet lodged in his spine and his family heard him groaning each night. He published no more about Air India and remained unwilling to testify – until his calculations suddenly changed in 1995. 

On a January night in London, his friend Tarsem Purewal was shot in the heart as he closed up the Des Pardes office. Scotland Yard had no leads and still doesn’t. It seemed like a professional contract hit. 

Like Hayer, Purewal was a separatist insider who was, nonetheless, increasingly disenchanted with Khalistani thuggery. Now, Hayer had to consider whether he, too, might soon take what he knew to his grave. He went back to the RCMP and, this time, agreed to testify.

The investigation took on new life. Hayer gave a sworn affidavit to the RCMP, repeating it in 1996 and 1997. He continued to travel around the community in a car outfitted with hand controls, and was less than discreet about what he knew. Police were often seen at his house and people talked. He and his family constantly received death threats. Police security cameras were set up at the house but by November of 1998, unknown to the Hayer family, the cameras had stopped working. 

So nobody saw the gunman who crept into the garage as Hayer lifted himself from his car to his wheelchair. This time, he did not survive. Five years later, as the Air India trial finally got going without him, Hayer’s daughter, Rupinder, observed that it was easy to see why there was a shortage of witnesses:

You have to show the public, if they were to come forward, their safety won’t be jeopardized. My father wasn’t afraid to die. But not everybody’s like that. You have to show the people they can trust the police. And that hasn’t been done. So why should people come forward?10

Hayer’s murder is officially unsolved but in an unrelated case, a local gangster told police that it was a $50,000 contract killing, paid for by the Babbar Khalsa. Of the two suspects named, the shooter is said to be dead and the driver is in prison for a different murder.

Apparently, the curse of Khalistan never sleeps.

The loss of Hayer, for the Air India prosecution team, was the loss of a crucial witness. But they saw a way to use his evidence anyway. When the Air India trial began, they added an additional charge against Bagri, as a party to the 1988 attempted murder of Hayer by Harkirat Bagga. They said they had another witness who would testify that it was Bagri who hired Bagga. Hayer’s affidavits and his newspaper articles would reveal the motive.

However, their new witness was not as brave as Hayer. 

He was Sukhminder Cheema, a former general secretary of the banned terrorist group ISYF. Cheema quickly backed out of testifying, saying he didn’t want to end up like Hayer. When I interviewed him for the CBC in 2002, he offered a glimpse into the nasty world of a prosecution witness in this case, facing relentless and organized threats:

They visit my in-laws, telling them, oh, we’re from Canada, we’re friends of Mr Sukhminder, and we advise to you ask to Mr Sukhminder, don’t testify in Air India bombing. They also visiting my home, my native village in India. They want to terrify me, they want to blackmail me, you know … my wife’s younger sister is still in India, and they say maybe Sukhminder is safe in Canada but your daughter is not safe in this country, so better you advise to Sukhminder, don’t testify. That’s a clear threat, you know. … First time they attempt to murder Tara Singh Hayer because of same reason, you know. After that he was paralysed. And finally they want to shoot him because he agree to testify in Air India bombing. … I prefer to protect my family first, that’s why I’m not going to testify.11

Intimidation was rewarded again. Without Cheema, the case against Bagri in the Hayer shooting was suddenly much thinner. Prosecutors still wanted the Hayer affidavits about Bagri’s London visit entered into evidence, but the judge – already saddled with the biggest criminal trial in Canadian history – didn’t want it to get bigger.

What’s more, the defence argued that the Hayer affair had nothing to do with the Air India case, because there was no evidence that Bagri had any motive to silence Hayer. Prosecutors said there was – Hayer’s articles threatening to expose Bagri’s role. In a pre-trial ruling on the admissibility of the Hayer materials, Mr Justice Ian Bruce Josephson acknowledged those articles: ‘Between September 1987 and August 1988, Mr Hayer published a number of articles in which he implied that Mr Bagri was involved in the Air India/Narita incidents.’12

But somehow, that didn’t end the argument. Instead, the judge branded the whole Hayer story as prejudicial and inadmissible – all of it – before the trial even began. He said, ‘The proposed evidence is highly prejudicial. The attempted murder of Mr Hayer is a chilling crime, which would tend to show a disposition towards extreme violence.’

According to Justice Josephson, this would prejudice the jury. As it turned out, that was irrelevant because there was no jury to prejudice. Malik and Bagri, the two accused, later opted to be tried by a judge alone. 

Still, Josephson also agreed with the defence that the prosecution’s theory didn’t add up. He ruled that Bagri could not have known, when supposedly plotting to kill Hayer, that Hayer was any threat to him:

The basis of that theory is an article written on August 19, 1988, three days before the shooting. However, the alleged conspiracy or plan formulated by Mr Bagri and Mr Bagga was initiated many months prior to that article being published. There is no other evidence to support the Crown’s theory.13

That was simply not correct – and not just because Hayer was actually shot a week after the article, not three days. The real problem was that Hayer had, in fact, served notice on Bagri eleven months earlier – as the judge himself had just confirmed, earlier in the same ruling. Again: ‘Between September 1987 and August 1988, Mr Hayer published a number of articles in which he implied that Mr Bagri was involved …’14

In addition to those articles, though, there was no doubt that Tara Singh Hayer was seen as a threat even earlier. On 26 January 1986, a McDonald’s bag was found at the door of his newspaper office. Inside, wrapped in a Montreal newspaper, were five sticks of dynamite, a blasting cap, batteries and a Mickey Mouse clock. The RCMP defused the bomb. Years later, a criminal from Montreal named Jean Gingras confessed that he had been hired to plant the bomb by the Babbar Khalsa – whose number-two was Ajaib Singh Bagri.

Still, Josephson had yet another reason to toss out Hayer’s story: convenience. Admitting the Hayer evidence, he ruled, ‘would be a highly contentious matter consuming many months and with the potential of significantly diverting the trial.’15

There was no time, then, to hear about a confession by the accused. Apparently, it would mean a diversion from the important work of the trial. 

So Hayer died, it seemed, for nothing. None of his evidence was admitted. Years of work by the police to act on Hayer’s revelations, to confirm them and to persuade him to testify, were wasted. Bagri’s confession in London was never mentioned in the trial proper. It was airbrushed out of the record as if it never happened.

Once again, Ed Madon saw it all unfold:

I fail to understand how that could be thrown out as evidence, when it is so obvious that Mr Hayer was killed because of his knowledge and his beliefs and his specific knowledge about the conspiracy.16
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TWO LEGS GONE

IT’S NO WONDER, THEN, that the public and even the victims’ families around the world began to lose track of what was happening at the trial. In effect, the trial was becoming divorced from the evidence.

The evidence – now in the public record – had a woman saying Bagri wanted to take mysterious bags to the airport the night before the bombs were loaded, and a publisher saying he heard Bagri himself confirm it. But the trial itself closed its eyes to both. Two legs of the case against Bagri had been entirely sawn off, leaving a shaky case against him. There were other witnesses, but with problems of their own.

One of those was the bombmaker’s wife, Satnam Kaur Reyat. A police affidavit said she had told a friend that Parmar and Bagri recruited her husband, Inderjit, into the plot. Mrs Reyat refused to testify, though, and begged the RCMP to protect her because – a familiar problem by now – her life was at risk.

Then, the prosecution tried to drag her into a secret, investigative hearing, only to face a constitutional challenge from the defence. That challenge worked, even though it failed, because, by the time the Supreme Court rejected it, the prosecution had rested its case. It was too late – so we never heard from Mrs Reyat.

Instead, we heard from an FBI informer, ‘John’, who was a childhood friend from Bagri’s home village in Punjab. John was in a Sikh separatist group in New York and he, too, said he heard Bagri confess.

He told his FBI handler that he had driven from New York to New Jersey to meet Bagri soon after the bombing and mentioned that police were pressuring his group about the case. He said Bagri’s reply was, ‘Why the fuck they bother you? We did this.’

Later meetings between Bagri and John tended to confirm that, with Bagri reassuring John that the bomb-maker, Reyat, would not rat on his co-conspirators because, ‘don’t worry; he fucking don’t know nothing. Only two of us know, nobody else.’

Once again, these accounts all knitted together. Ms E said Bagri saw John on a trip to New York, and she could not have known that John told the FBI of the same meeting. Nor could Hayer have known that what he heard from Bagri would fit what Ms E told CSIS. But, legally speaking, the evidence of both Hayer and Ms E no longer existed and John, the one remaining leg of the case, didn’t look so good on his own.

Although John had told the FBI about Bagri for free, that wasn’t the same as testifying in court. John knew that the Canadian Mounties couldn’t protect him in the US, so he insisted on being paid to provide for his own security. A handsome sum was agreed upon: US $300,000. Prosecutors knew that this would damage his credibility, and they were right. The judge found him not credible – a witness for hire.

The fact that he had told the FBI without asking for money was an awkward detail, but nothing to disrupt the conclusion that he was in it for the money.

All of that made the loss of Hayer and Ms E even more devastating to the lawyers and police officers who had worked for years to put Bagri in prison. They thought they had a sturdy case, especially when combined with Bagri’s speech to the WSO, his ties to Parmar and his position in the Babbar Khalsa.

But none of that mattered. The judge acquitted Bagri on all charges.
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Ajaib Singh Bagri (left), Talwinder Singh Parmar and Surjan Singh Gill at Parmar’s house in Burnaby, British Columbia, 6 July 1985. 

Photo: Air India trial exhibit, BC Supreme Court
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MALIK AND MONEY

THE CASE AGAINST RIPUDAMAN Singh Malik fared no better, even though, this time, there was a money trail. Malik faced numerous accusations. Two different men said he asked them to carry suitcase bombs onto Air India flights in 1984, telling one that he would be hailed as a martyr. The judge did not believe them.

He did believe another witness against Malik, but it made no difference.

Joginder Singh Gill was the driver who picked up Parmar on his arrival on Vancouver Island for the ‘test blast’ with Inderjit Reyat, three weeks before the Air India bombing. Joginder Gill testified that Parmar and Malik both urged him to commit perjury by denying that Parmar was the passenger. Gill refused.

The court, the gallery and the judge were all impressed by Joginder Gill’s bravery. Judge Josephson believed him and concluded that ‘Malik may have been attempting to obstruct justice’ to protect Parmar and the bombing conspiracy. Still, the judge added, that didn’t mean he was part of the plot: 

There is nothing in the exchange with Mr Malik that could support a finding that his conduct supports an inference of consciousness of guilt in relation to a role he may have played in the Air India conspiracy.1

In other words, the judge thought Malik could have been a supporter – even one prepared to commit the crime of suborning perjury – without being a member of the plot. Of course, if Malik was merely a fan, not a player in the plot, he could still be part of the cover-up. But that avenue was not explored, partly because Malik had another problem that made him look even more like a player: money. 

It’s often said that money talks. In this case, the prosecutors alleged, Malik’s money ensured that a co-conspirator, Inderjit Reyat, did not talk. This was proof, they argued, that they were in it together and that Malik knew Reyat could ‘give him up’ if the cash stopped coming. 

They came with receipts. They showed the court that Malik paid at least $116,000 to support the family of Inderjit Reyat after Reyat’s conviction for the Narita bomb. The legal question was, why did he pay it?

The prosecution called it ‘hush money,’ paid secretly, under the table, while Mrs Reyat was also claiming welfare illegally. In addition, Malik ensured that Mrs Reyat received free lodging and free schooling for her children.

Malik’s lawyers argued that helping people in need, like Mrs Reyat, with four children and a husband in prison, was common in the Sikh community – although they showed no evidence that it was common for Malik. There was no record of Malik showing similar generosity to any other family, deserving or not.

So what made Reyat so worthy of Malik’s largesse? Two witnesses testified that Malik explained that Reyat had done a great seva, or service, for the panth – the Sikh people.2

That sharpened the question: How was mass murder a ‘service’ to the Sikhs? More precisely, was it plausible that an innocent man would so lavishly fund someone whose only ‘service’ to his fellow Sikhs was to assist in a massacre of civilians, including dozens of Sikhs? 

The prosecutors knew this was a serious weakness in Malik’s defence and stressed the failure of his lawyers to provide any evidence for a charitable motive. They argued:

There is no evidence, from any source, that Inderjit Singh Reyat ever performed any charitable acts or service to the Sikh community that would be considered praiseworthy … there can be no doubt that Malik was convinced that unless he ensured the safety and comfort of Reyat’s family there was always a chance that Reyat would ‘give him up’.3

Justice Josephson rejected that, citing ‘reasonable speculation based on common sense and human experience’ for his conclusion that, yes, it was plausible that Malik was just sympathetic to Reyat. The judge did not agree with the prosecution, known in Canada as ‘the Crown’, that it was hush money: 

While it is possible that Mr Malik provided this support because he was a party to the alleged offences along with Mr Reyat, that is far from being the only reasonable inference to draw. Aid to the family of a fellow baptized Sikh incarcerated in those circumstances may be a reasonable inference. Sympathy for Mr Reyat’s perceived cause may also have led to support for his family. Even such sympathy with the belief that Mr Reyat had committed the alleged offence would not eliminate this inference.

This exercise requires a degree of reasonable speculation based on common sense and human experience. It must be borne in mind that there is no positive evidence to support the inference sought by the Crown, other than the very act of support itself. It is not, I conclude, the only or even most reasonable inference to be drawn. Thus it carries no weight as post-offence conduct.4

‘No weight’. None at all. Legally, it didn’t mean a thing. 

This was another hammer-blow to the prosecution. For years, Malik gave free housing, free education, cash and hard-to-trace cheques from intermediaries – clearly trying to conceal the payments to the Reyats – yet there was ‘no positive evidence’ for the ‘inference’ that it was hush money. It was not ‘reasonable’ to infer that Malik wanted, in return for his cash, Reyat’s silence. Relatives of the victims were blunter about this. Neither the payments nor the judge’s ruling passed the smell test for Anil Hanse, whose father, Capt. Narendra Singh Hanse, a former pilot for Indira Gandhi, was in command of Flight 182 when it blew up.

‘You don’t start supporting people out of the blue,’ said Hanse. Malik, he declared, was ‘not Mr Nice Guy … obviously there’s a payoff there somewhere.’

Was it hush money? ‘Yes.’5

Since Malik himself never testified, we have only fragmentary answers from him on why he gave so much to the Reyats. I asked him about it on 8 May 2006, trailing him across a parking lot as he walked to his Mercedes. ‘Why were you so generous to Mr Reyat and to the Babbar Khalsa?’ 

‘I was not too generous,’ he replied. ‘They did some work for me so I paid them the money.’

‘And why did you pay more than $100,000 to the family of Mr Reyat, who built the bombs?’

‘Not a hundred thousand dollars, whatever I paid him,’ he said, ‘a thousand a month was the thing.’

Of course, such answers only raise more questions. If Mrs Reyat simply ‘worked’ for Malik, it’s hard to know why she had to be paid secretly. Nor was it clear what ‘work’ either her husband or the Babbar Khalsa had done for Malik. Presumably, he didn’t mean the Air India bombing.

But that leads to another vexing money problem: the huge sums that Malik gave to the terrorist group which carried out the bombing – Talwinder Parmar’s Babbar Khalsa.

Strangely, that was never an issue at the trial, although the CSIS wiretaps made it clear that cheques from Malik were a regular event. Here is an extract from a police affidavit summarizing the translator’s notes from the CSIS wiretaps of Talwinder Parmar: 
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Extract from affidavit of RCMP Cst. Gary Clark-Marlow, R. vs Malik, the Supreme Court of British Columbia, 2001, para 58. 

Yet these cheques only became a problem for Malik six months after his acquittal, when British Columbia’s regulator of financial institutions removed him as a director of the bank he founded – the Khalsa Credit Union – citing his ‘terrorist connections’.

The allegation was bolstered by a document, shown below, obtained from the RCMP by the regulators: Ripudaman Singh Malik’s membership application for the Babbar Khalsa.
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The membership fee is shown as $100 and the date as ‘6-2-1985’, which could either be 6 February or 2 June, three weeks before the bombing. 

When I asked Malik about it in our parking-lot exchange in May 2006, he agreed that he signed the application but said it meant nothing. Here’s how the conversation went:

Malik: ‘I signed application. I did not join the Babbar Khalsa.’

Milewski: ‘You did not join the Babbar Khalsa? That is your signature, though, on the membership card?’

Malik: ‘That is my signature, I never was taken as a member, I didn’t attend any meetings.’

Milewski: ‘Why did you sign that membership?’

Malik: ‘Because I was asked to, and I did but didn’t go anywhere else.’

Milewski: ‘But you’re not ashamed, obviously, of your support for the Babbar Khalsa?’

Malik: ‘Ashamed? Ashamed? That’s what I’m saying to you. In 1986, it wasn’t a banned organization.’

Malik was correct about that last point. Although the Babbar Khalsa had claimed credit for dozens of killings in India before 1984, and blew up the Air India flight in 1985, it somehow remained legal in Canada until 2003.

That was a sore point for the victims’ families. But, whether or not it was banned, the Babbar Khalsa was labelled a terrorist organization by CSIS in 1984 and, on being ousted as a director of his own credit union, Malik’s huge donations to the Babbar Khalsa became embarrassingly public. Then, more details were supplied by a source who was in a good position to know them.

Talwinder Parmar’s brother, Kulwarn, was a cab driver and also a former chairman of the Babbar Khalsa during the early 1980s. He didn’t want to testify about Air India and was not a witness at the trial. But, after the acquittals, he came to see Malik as a brake on the future of the Khalsa Credit Union and began talking to Kim Bolan of the Vancouver Sun about the gusher of money that Malik supplied.

Precisely what this money was for was not explained – but Kulwarn Parmar did give me a startling interview for the CBC in November of 2005, saying he attended several meetings in the mid-1980s, both before and after the bombing, where Malik pledged large sums to his brother, Talwinder. In one, Malik pledged $50,000: 

Kulwarn Parmar: ‘End of the meeting he decided he can give 50,000, but in two instalments, 25,000 each time.’

Milewski: ‘You were in this meeting?’

Kulwarn Parmar: ‘Yes, I give right to my brother … My brother told me that too, that he’s the main financier, he’s supporting them.’

Milewski: ‘Did anyone else give this kind of money?’

Kulwarn Parmar: ‘I don’t think so, to Babbar Khalsa, to my knowledge, no.’

Milewski: ‘Just Ripudaman Singh Malik?’

Kulwarn Parmar: ‘Yes …’

Milewski: ‘Did your brother tell you about that?’

Kulwarn Parmar: ‘Well, only to tell me that Mr Malik is their main financier. If Mr Malik is not there they cannot do anything.’

Milewski: ‘Why did you not testify in the trial? This seems like important information.’

Kulwarn Parmar: ‘This information, police came to me about two to three times but they not interested in this money situation, with Malik giving money to Babbar Khalsa or where the Babbar Khalsa getting money. Only they were interested to testify against Malik in Air India case which I don’t know, I cannot do it, lie.’

Milewski: ‘Because you don’t know about any direct involvement with Air India?’

Kulwarn Parmar: ‘That’s right. But this money got nothing to do with Air India.’

Milewski: ‘You say that this has nothing to do with Air India. The Babbar Khalsa blew up Air India – and you’re telling me that Malik paid for the Babbar Khalsa.’

Kulwarn Parmar: ‘That, I’m not saying that Babbar Khalsa blew it, because I heard that.’

Milewski: ‘But you know that’s true, don’t you?’

Kulwarn Parmar: ‘I don’t know, I cannot say if it’s true or not. Only I heard what’s coming in the paper or on the TV.’6

Kulwarn Parmar, apparently, understood precisely how far he could go. 
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ANOTHER CONFESSION

IN THE TRIAL ITSELF, though, these questions were never explored. Rather, much of the case against Malik rested on the testimony of another frightened woman whose name, again, it is illegal to reveal. This time, the judge called her ‘Ms D’. For the prosecution, she was the star witness but, for the judge, she was simply a liar.

At first, she said, she loved her job running the day care at Malik’s school. She claimed to have a very close but unconsummated relationship with her rich, powerful boss. She also befriended another mother working there – Satnam Reyat, the wife of Inderjit Reyat.

Things started to get complicated in 1997, she said, when Mrs Reyat saw a newspaper article suggesting that charges in the Air India bombing were imminent. She told Ms D that Malik was one of the suspects.

Frightened, Ms D said she confronted Malik, who agreed that he had paid for the bombing and that he paid Reyat for his seva to the Sikh people. But he told her not to worry – ‘nobody can do anything’. Up to then, he was right.

Over time, she testified, Malik revealed more, saying of the deaths in the bombing that ‘it was all for Sikhism’. She added her account of Malik’s rationale – that, if everything had gone as planned and both bombs had reached their targets, ‘there would have been far more – more deaths. People would have known what we were all about. People would have understood Sikhism. People would have understood Khalistan.’1

As she learned more, said Ms D, she began to feel trapped within a ‘cult’ and Malik began to suspect that she was leaking bad news about the school. Of that, there was no shortage. 

In fact, it was bad news about the school – not about Malik’s Air India comments – that led Ms D to begin talking to the police. She did, indeed, begin describing a long list of problems, starting with Satnam Reyat’s welfare fraud – namely, taking taxpayers’ money while Malik also paid her under the table. Then there were charges of sexual abuse by a teacher and the case of the hijacker in the basement. Tejinderpal Singh, convicted in the 1981 hijacking of an Indian plane to Lahore, had sneaked into Canada illegally and was living beneath the school. Ms D also told of fraudulent tuition fees, misuse of government subsidies, abuse of the unemployment insurance programme by teachers, tax and immigration fraud, and the use of school property for meetings of terrorist groups.

All that, but for months, she mentioned nothing about Air India. In fact, Ms D talked first to CSIS and then to the RCMP at the end of 1997, but said not a word about Malik’s alleged confession to the Air India bombing until March of 1998.

Meanwhile, she was being threatened. At the mall with her son, a bearded man told her, ‘Nobody will be able to recognize you when we are finished with you and your family.’ Another man told her ominously that he knew where her son rode his bicycle. She was considered a spy and she was being driven into the arms of the police. Finally, the RCMP put her in the witness protection programme and her life, she said, was ruined:

You don’t know … how many times I have regretted ever knowing this information. Everything is lost … I don’t know how safe I am. I know one thing – I can ever come back and live here. I know one thing, that I lost my family, that I have to live on my own.

The judge was suspicious, though, about her failure to disclose the Air India details at the outset. Her explanation – that she loved Malik and wanted to protect him – did not seem plausible to Justice Josephson. In his verdict, he branded her a liar:

Surprising, however, were her adamant protestations of ongoing love, respect and longing for Mr Malik, a man whom she claims admitted his complicity in the senseless mass murder of hundreds of complete innocents. … Either this mature, intelligent and strong-willed person has abandoned all she believes in because of overwhelming and unreasoning emotions of the heart, or she is misleading the Court by claiming to be his loving confidante in an attempt to blunt the inevitable credibility attack based on her animus towards Mr Malik.2 

After watching the news of this decision, an angry viewer sent a curt email to the CBC: ‘Eva Braun!’ Yes, even Hitler had a girlfriend. 

Lata Pada, whose husband and two daughters died in the Air India bombing, seized on the same point: 

How many women visit their husbands, their lovers, in prison, knowing that they’ve committed a crime? You can see the evil in a person and yet love them despite that, and her declarations of love for Mr Malik were completely misread … Every person that was there could see that this was a woman who was speaking the truth.3

I put it to her that the judge disagreed.

‘He did. And that’s his prerogative. And it’s our prerogative to challenge him on that.’

Another who watched Ms D’s testimony closely was a federal prosecutor in Ottawa, Susheel Gupta, whose mother, Ramwati, died on Flight 182: 

I watched that testimony. I was in the courtroom to watch that. She held up very strongly in court and in fact by giving that testimony she’s given up a lot of her life, has gone into witness protection. Minimal chance now to see her children. I think that testimony is very credible.4

Ms D herself, though, lives with her regrets under an assumed identity in witness protection. She kept in touch with her friend, Kim Bolan of the Vancouver Sun, and gave her a grim quote for her book. Would she advise a witness in her shoes to take the risk and help the police? No, she told Bolan.

If they still had their family, if they still had their life, I would never say to them to do it, never. Our justice system is not made for truth.5

For his part, after the acquittals, Malik’s son, Hardeep, posted a photo, taken at the wedding of Bagri’s daughter, on his blog. It shows Bagri, beaming, with his arm slung around Malik’s shoulder. Malik’s Khanda – the badge of a pure Sikh – gleams in his turban. Since then, both have tried to stay out of the public eye, although Malik engaged in protracted and futile legal warfare with the provincial government over the funding of his defence. Bagri resumed work at the sawmill.
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Bagri and Malik at the wedding of Bagri’s daughter. 

Photo from a discontinued blog by Malik’s son, Hardeep

Since then, both have tried to stay out of the public eye, although Malik engaged in protracted and futile legal warfare with the provincial government over the funding of his defence. Bagri resumed work at the sawmill.
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‘SORRY IS NOT ENOUGH’

THE FURY OF THE families was not a finite resource, to be vented once and then forgotten. The acquittals, for them, were a second betrayal, almost as foul as the failure to stop the bombing in the first place. Their anger stayed with them and they kept pressing for a full judicial inquiry. The Liberal government of the day stalled and made no commitment, but arranged for Prime Minister Paul Martin to attend the twentieth anniversary memorial service at Ahakista in Ireland, along with opposition leaders and the President of Ireland. 

The scene was a quiet, rocky bay, the closest spot onshore to the deep-water grave of Flight 182. The service unfolded in a cold, grey mist which did nothing to cool the anger in the crowd. 

Three months after the trial ended, Dr Padmini Turlapati, who lost both her sons, was still burning over what happened in court. ‘After the verdict I wanted to die,’ she said. A glance at the mourners suggested she was not the only one. She went on to wonder, if the accused were innocent, who was guilty? 

‘Are only we to blame, who put them on the plane?’1

Again and again, the families poured out their sense of betrayal at the hands of the court. Sharad Sharma, who came to remember his lost brother, wasn’t in any doubt. ‘They were guilty like hell,’ he said, ‘and they should have been put behind bars.’2

None of them minced words. Many of them had attended the trial and watched as damning evidence was discarded, discounted or deemed inadmissible. Rama Bhardwaj, who lost her son, exclaimed, ‘I knew justice was blind; but deaf also? That’s two things at the same time – deaf and blind!’3

That rang true for many of the families. Their rage, and their demand for a full judicial inquiry, was beginning to reach the politicians, too. The Conservative Opposition Leader, Stephen Harper, remarked that Canadians knew that ‘we’re not going to get justice. But we do deserve an explanation.’4 

Harper narrowly won the next election, became prime minister in January 2006 and called an inquiry. A sharp-eyed, retired Supreme Court Justice, John Major, was named to run it. Major immediately toured the country with a battered leather briefcase which he stuffed with advice, notably from the families. He got their message and laid out his plan for the hearings: the families would be his first witnesses and they could say whatever they wanted.

So they did. ‘Sorry is not enough. Sorry is not enough,’ began Perviz Madon.

She, like many others, was very clear: they were looking for accountability, not apologies. They wanted to be sure this never happened again and they wanted it known that they saw the trial verdict as a betrayal. Perviz Madon didn’t try to be polite about it:

The day of the verdict was actually worse than the day the disaster happened in a way that it totally shattered us. We lost all faith in the justice system … We went there knowing that maybe we would get one guilty verdict, if not two, we were prepared for that, but when we heard Justice Josephson say that ‘Not Guilty’ word two times was a slap in our faces. It’s like all this work and money and time and emotional upheavals we all went through was for nothing. It was such an unjust verdict. I don’t think we’ve gotten over that yet. I don’t think we ever will get over that yet, unfortunately.5

I know it’s not your mandate to retry them or we couldn’t even appeal that verdict. That was another blow. It’s beyond disbelief. I have travelled quite a lot in the world and our Canadian justice system is made a laughing stock of. We were in Ireland and you don’t know how many people came to me and said, ‘What’s wrong with your Canadian system? They must be kidding to let these guys go. Like what were they thinking?’ 

… I do not believe in the US justice system or their politics, but this is one time I honestly feel in my heart that had this been – had this trial been held in the US they would have brought in new legislation and they would have never let them go. Never in a million years let them go. We know that they did it. It’s only we could not prove it beyond a reasonable doubt. Unfortunately, the judge went by the book. So this is our justice system and we will just have to live with that.

Deepak Khandelwal, who lost both his sisters, urged Justice Major to turn over every rock and to cut through the official bafflegab. ‘We have waited twenty-one years for this inquiry, and the truth to come out,’ he said. ‘Please don’t let us down like everyone else.’6

The witnesses came loaded with hard questions. Anita Gupta, who lost her sister, had a list.

What is the purpose of intelligence-gathering if it can’t be used to prevent something from happening and it can’t be used as evidence when something does actually go wrong? If we do not expect accountability of our agencies, why in the world would we expect better behaviour in the future?7

She also took aim at the fear and intimidation which protected the extremists and scuppered the trial.

The take-home legacy from the trial may be that, if you know of the criminal activities of a mafia-like group, you had best keep your head down and your mouth shut about it. You are likely to not be believed, you won’t be protected, your family will be in danger and you may even be killed. It’s just not worth it.

Others just needed to unload some of the pain they had lived with. A Sikh businessman from Sarnia, Ontario, Kalwant Mamak, was left a single dad with three children when his wife died on Flight 182. ‘We were having McDonald’s every day. We don’t know how to cook. When we came home, my children would ask, “Pa, not McDonald’s today. Can you make us supper?” I said, I don’t know how to cook.’8

He was asked what he wanted from the inquiry.

‘Justice,’ said Mamak. ‘For the families. Justice for everybody.’

That was a tall order. Some of the families seemed to have lost that hope long ago, and tried to convey how lost they were after the bombing. Smita Bailey, only fifteen at the time, said she felt worthless and even ashamed, thinking nobody cared that she’d lost her grandmother, her aunt and two cousins who were like sisters to her:

I was so scared inside and embarrassed to be who I was because I was affiliated with those people on the plane and I was supposed to be on it and the government didn’t care about them and I thought, well, that’s because it was just a bunch of Indians, they deserved to die. And now I know it’s wrong but I was scared inside and I thought, I’m one of those people, I have to be really careful not to mention this to anybody.9

A metallurgist from Troy, Michigan, Parkash Bedi, wept as he described saying goodbye to his wife and two children at the Air India check-in in Toronto:

I was leaving the checkpoint with my friend when I noticed that the majority of the passengers in the British Airways flight to India were turbaned Sikhs while there were very few Sikhs in the Air India line. I asked my friend why the Sikhs were mainly on the British Airways flight. He told me that the Sikhs were boycotting Air India. This was the first time I ever heard about this conflict. That news bothered me and I tried to contact my wife and children, however, the security turned me away because I did not have a ticket. Cell phones were not common in those days. I began to worry and desperately wanted to get in touch with my family.10

It was too late. They were gone. Don’t ask how Bedi lives with that memory; he’s already answered the question: ‘It looks like I am living but I am a dead body moving around.’

A mother of eight, Krishna Sharma, mourned her husband, Om Prakash Sharma. She said Canada had allowed itself to be exploited by terrorists:

Culprits and cowardly idiots like these are roaming free in Canada without any fear and because of them much of the public like us are living in fear because those cowardly idiots that should have been at the hangman’s noose are roaming free and are way beyond the reach of the police here.11

For a second time, Sanjay Lazar, orphaned by the Air India bomb, came from Mumbai to say his piece. Having denounced the Canadian justice system after the trial, he came to the inquiry to denounce Canada as a haven for terrorists:

… the bombing of Air India 182 Kanishka was a devastating act of terror caused by the action of Sikh fundamentalists who were bred in a compassionate Canadian environment … it was [thanks to] Canada’s blanket of liberalism and tolerance, pandering to such right-wing fundamentalist groups, that the Air India Kanishka bombing was hatched and executed in Canada and yet the killers roam free …

But Canada wasn’t so soft, Lazar said, when it came to Indian victims of the bombing:

Canada has failed to take note of the numerous non-Canadians who have stood at the back of the line grieving then and still do today … Is anyone aware there were more than fifty Indians on board, or that the only living relatives of a number of Canadians are aged Indian parents living in remote villages of Punjab and Gujarat, or that group after group and agency after agency failed to even contact some families even until today? Is anyone even aware that many of the families who wanted to come today, could not make it as they couldn’t obtain either funding or a visa for travel? Canada doesn’t know, dear Commissioner. I’d like to know, does Canada even care? … How is it that the Canadian government that acted to construct monuments all over Canada forgot that this was, after all, an Indian aircraft bearing an Indian flag and flying Indians home? How could there be four memorials consecrated for the victims of 182 yet none built to honour the memories of our dead in India?12

But, whether they were Canadian citizens or not, the families agreed that Canada was doing a poor job of defending its values and passing them on to newcomers. Shipra Rana’s sister, Shyla, was a flight attendant on the Kanishka:

I remember years ago when a new immigrant landed on Canadian soil and had to adapt to the Canadian laws, let’s say, fit in and be part of Canada. No one tried to change the laws to suit their own lifestyles or beliefs. We learned ‘Do in Rome as Romans do’ to be the perfect way of living when one left their homeland or place of birth for any reason to live here.13

Renee Saklikar, a Vancouver lawyer who lost her aunt and uncle on Flight 182, was another who wanted to talk about values.14

… if we are serious about being a multicultural society that we might have to move beyond food and dance recognition and actually have a discussion about core values like the rule of law. We might be a bit soft and not grappling with the need to educate all citizens on the rule of law, and so that it’s not just an abstract idea that if you disagree with someone you can’t just blow them up, and if you do blow them up, you will be punished. And I think for many of us that’s the whole problem with the verdict, it forces us to question our belief in that. It may be that the accused knew very well what they were doing was wrong and they seem to have gone to great lengths to hide their involvement, but perhaps there is a tendency in this country to allow too much of a ghettoization of communities which directly hampered the investigation of Air India, specifically this idea that if people don’t genuinely believe that you can’t threaten or kill or you’ll be punished, then the intimidation and threatening of witnesses becomes much more pervasive and it’s very worrying. 

Everything about the collision between Khalistan and Canada proves her correct.
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THE WORLD SIKH ORGANIZATION AND THE AIR INDIA INQUIRY

FROM HIS APPOINTMENT IN 2006 to the delivery of his report in 2010, Justice John Major stuck to the facts. He faced down government efforts to hide embarrassing secrets and refused to waste time on fact-free conspiracy theories. He did, however, give limited standing to the WSO, allowing it to make submissions. 

The contrast with what we had heard from the victims’ families could snap your neck. The families came in the hope of improving the system that utterly failed them. The WSO came to peddle fiction.

Early in 2008, after the hearings were done, the chairs were stacked and the witnesses returned to their homes, the WSO fired back, with a bitter and error-filled Final Submission to the inquiry which, although almost completely ignored by official Ottawa, offers a rare glimpse into the mindset of this hardy Sikh separatist organization. Apparently with a straight face, it scolds the inquiry for not investigating how the scourge of Khalistani terror was ‘fabricated’ by the Indian government.1

This remarkable document alleges that ‘numerous credible individuals’ thought the Indian government ‘may’ have been involved in bombing Flight 182. It complains that the inquiry wronged ‘the Sikh community’ by not giving credence to this ‘Truther’ theory, although it offers no evidence for it and never says how or by whom it might have been accomplished. Nor does it challenge, or even mention, any of the abundant evidence which convinced the police, the trial and the inquiry that the bombs were placed by Talwinder Parmar’s Babbar Khalsa.

Instead, the WSO submission declares that, ever since the bombing, the whole Sikh community had been unfairly ‘vilified’ and that the inquiry should have done something about it:

Much suspicion was cast on the Sikh community as being involved in the bombing. As a result, the Sikh community experienced a horrible blow to its reputation in Canada and abroad … the Sikh community has been repeatedly implicated throughout the proceedings as having been directly involved in either the bombing itself or in condoning the criminal actions which resulted in the tragic loss of lives … the entire Sikh community was scrutinized and targeted as being possible terrorist suspects.

Once again, the submission cites no examples, or even a hint, of any accusations made against ‘the Sikh community,’ as opposed to separatist extremists specifically. The truth is that, right from the start, about a dozen specific suspects were identified among nearly half a million Canadian Sikhs, and the investigation focused on them. There’s simply no record of any claims by police, politicians or the media that ‘the entire Sikh community’ was ‘involved in the bombing’. But the submission presses on to its main point – it was all an Indian conspiracy:

… It is the WSO’s position that inadequate attention was paid to the question of whether the Indian Government was, itself, involved in the bombing of Air India Flight 182. Numerous credible individuals outside of this Inquiry, have suggested that Indian officials may have been involved in the bombing and that the threat of Sikh terrorism may have been a manufactured, and manipulated, threat fabricated by the Indian Government for its own political gains (i.e., to discredit the Sikh separatist movement in Punjab).

It’s easy to see why this was ignored. The notion that the threat of Khalistani terrorism was ‘fabricated by the Indian government’ runs head-on into the thousands upon thousands of real victims of separatist terror. 

Those victims did not fake their deaths. Nor did the hundreds who died on Flight 182. Nobody ‘fabricated’ the Hindu bus passengers being dragged out and shot in the ditch, or the murdered Sikh politicians and policemen, or their wives or their children, or the planes hijacked, the trains derailed and the markets bombed. To suggest that the carnage inflicted by Khalistani terrorists was ‘manufactured’ by the Indian government is so nonsensical that the lawyers who submitted these claims, in writing and in public, must have imagined that no one but their clients would ever read them.

Besides that, they make no attempt to explain the enduring mystery of the Truther theory: why those thousands of hideous killings would miraculously leave the separatists’ image unsullied, so that the Indian government would need a few hundred Canadian deaths to blacken it.

The WSO submission does not get any more coherent as it delves further into that theory and drastically misrepresents the evidence in two important respects. Notably, it bitterly denounces the inquiry’s failure to question a top RCMP witness, Deputy Commissioner Gary Bass, about a 1996 internal memo in which he said the theory of an Indian role in the bombing was never seriously investigated. The WSO quotes the Bass memo at length and declares that it ‘was never put to him’ – proof, apparently, of the inquiry’s negligence and bias.

In fact, the WSO’s claim is entirely false. Bass was indeed questioned at length about the memo – all of it. Every word quoted by the WSO as having been ‘never put to him’ was read out verbatim and put to him on the witness stand.2 He also gave a simple explanation for why the theory of Indian involvement was not pursued: there was no evidence for it. 

‘Well, you follow the evidence. I mean, really,’ Bass testified. ‘You don’t set out to investigate whether the Government of India is involved. You do the investigation. You find out who’s involved and then you determine who they are.’ Pressed to say if there was any reason to investigate Indian involvement, he added, ‘There was no direct reason, no. I mean there was no – no, there was not.’3

It’s possible, of course, that the WSO’s lawyers just missed the testimony and overlooked the transcript – although most lawyers would check before making such a blunder. It is doubly odd that the WSO submission actually provides a citation to the testimony of Deputy Commissioner Bass – so the WSO’s counsel did have a copy. But another large factual error is harder to explain as an oversight. Their submission goes on to allege that the inquiry, had it looked into the supposed Indian role, could have thrown light on ‘the failure to obtain any convictions regarding the bombing’.

This, too, is outright fiction. The WSO and its lawyers all had to know that the Air India bomb-maker, Inderjit Reyat, had been convicted twice, for the Narita bomb and the Flight 182 bomb. He was then nearing a third conviction for perjury. Each case made the front pages across Canada and the world.

On the other hand, turning a blind eye to these well-known facts is understandable given the lack of alternatives. After all, Khalistani propagandists can only pretend that ‘the Indians did it’ if they also pretend that nobody else did it. But Reyat, inconveniently, confessed and the forensic evidence confirmed that he built the bombs. We also know for certain that he did so for Parmar. That’s why the Air India Truthers often pretend that Reyat’s convictions don’t exist – because, if they do exist, there’s no room for a fiendish Indian plot.

As weird as it seems, though, a refusal to acknowledge these famous facts is not at all unusual. As we’ve seen earlier, even a Canadian party leader, Jagmeet Singh, swiftly moved into a claim that ‘we need to find out who’s responsible’ when challenged about the Air India case. 

Two more absurdities remain, though, in this upside-down world of the WSO’s submission to the inquiry. The first is that, at one point, it actually tries to cite some evidence for the notion that the Indians did it – except that it’s not evidence at all. The WSO cites Lakhbir Singh Brar, a nephew of Bhindranwale who, in 2001, was interviewed in Lahore by the RCMP and said, ‘It would be impossible to have the bomb-laden luggage cleared through check-in and security in the normal fashion, without the Government of India involvement.’

The problems with this are, first, that Brar simply declared his opinion, not that he had any facts, expertise or evidence of any kind. Second, we also know exactly how the luggage was checked in by CP Air. We know when, how, who the check-in clerk was and why she interlined the bag onto Air India – to get a difficult customer off her back and to keep the line moving. Indeed, we know that it’s a central tragedy of the Air India case that CP Air did, in fact, check the bag ‘in the normal fashion’. Yet Brar’s breezy conjecture, proven false years ago, is the only shard of ‘evidence’ the WSO offers for its theory. That’s it. That’s all there is.

Finally, the WSO complains that the alleged Indian plot to discredit Canadian Sikhs put separatists at risk of ‘intimidation’ by those who did not want a separate state:

The labelling of separatists as ‘terrorists’ meant that many Sikhs who were peacefully advocating for a separate Sikh homeland, and who were also voices of moderation within the Sikh community, were left open to intimidation by those who did not share their separatist views.

‘Left open to’ is doing a lot of work there. It has to, because, yet again, not a single case is cited of any Sikh separatist threatened by non-separatists. There is, of course, abundant proof of intimidation in the other direction – meaning actual, life-threatening attacks by separatist thugs against their critics in Canada. Both Ujjal Dosanjh and Balraj Deol nearly died, and Tara Hayer did die. But the WSO does not complain that those attacks damaged the reputation of the Sikh community. Rather, the WSO is troubled by imaginary violence by fictional terrorist moderates against peace-loving separatists. In the process, thousands of real victims of Khalistani terror are airbrushed out as ‘manufactured’ and ‘fabricated’. 

The WSO’s advice to the inquiry, in short, was, don’t believe your lying eyes. After all, there’s no rule that information warfare has to make sense.



34

VOICES OF THE SURVIVORS

GIVE THE KHALISTANIS OF today some credit for sheer chutzpah. Plenty of newcomers in western cities bring with them some burning cause from the old country – but no other group has gone so far as to openly celebrate a mass killer of civilians like Talwinder Parmar. There are, no doubt, diehard jihadists who carry Osama bin Laden in their hearts – but you don’t see them carrying gaily-decorated portraits of him through the streets of British Columbia. 

That acceptance of and reverence for violence seems well able to survive immersion in liberal democracies and there’s no lack of a seemingly westernized new generation to carry on the tradition. In a taxi during the Air India trial, a young Sikh driver with short hair, no beard and barely a trace of a Punjabi accent, quizzed me about the case and blithely remarked over his shoulder, ‘The thing about Malik is, he got revenge.’

Revenge? On whom? On the orphans and on the grieving mothers left behind? On the vacationing teenagers and the aunties and the Japanese baggage handlers? The notion is grotesque.

But it’s not unusual. Dave Hayer, the son of the murdered witness, testified at a Canadian Senate committee in February 2015, insisting that Canada had failed to instil its core values in students. He told a grim story of a young girl who had been brought up to revere the Air India bombers:

I was sad to hear one young Canadian who was born here saying the Air India bombing was the right thing to do. They said, ‘Why do you keep speaking against those terrorists who did the Air India bombing? They’re not terrorists; they’re heroes.’ When I explained to her the pain suffered by those 331 people’s families and their friends, then she understood the other side. Until then, she hadn’t thought about it.1

The topic dominated that Senate hearing. Ujjal Dosanjh also appeared, lashing his fellow politicians for failing to stand up for liberal values and for failing to insist that newcomers accept the principles of civil society, not just live within its borders. Of Khalistani extremists, he said, ‘These were homegrown terrorists who were, in my view, isolated from the larger society. They were alienated from the “here” and focused on the “there”, whatever was happening 15,000 miles away.’2

In the face of this challenge, Dosanjh said, too many of his fellow politicians were ‘spineless’ and ‘politically correct’:

… there is a huge pressure on politicians sometimes to not rock the boat. … They go to the parades and temples; they turn a blind eye to the photographs of the so-called martyrs, yet they do go. … If we are to survive as a free, liberal, democratic society with the values that we have, and enhance those values in the long term, we need to make sure we speak out. … We are on the way to becoming a nation of panderers and politically correct people, and that’s almost spineless. Spinelessness doesn’t build great nations … some of the politicians are the worst offenders. They cavort, if I can use that expression, with those who are politically questionable – the political heirs and successors of those who may have blown up Air India.3

But the phrase, ‘politically questionable’ may be a case of Dosanjh himself putting it too politely. A culture of outright thuggery survives and ‘questionable’ doesn’t cover it. Balraj Deol, for example, another victim of a near-fatal beating, spoke at the same 2015 hearing. Thirty years after the bombing of Air India, he still faces vandalism and threats as he keeps publishing his Punjabi weekly, Khabarnama:

Some of us are standing up and facing such threats every day. Apart from threatening calls, many times fresh newspapers disappear from the newspaper boxes. Garbage is dumped on top of the fresh newspapers; boxes are damaged or displaced out of the public sight. Newspaper boxes disappear from the shopping plazas or the temples. During last summer, black motor oil was poured into the newspaper boxes and hundreds of copies were destroyed. These are the ways they harass us every time.4

Deol, the son of a Sikh farmer who came to India after Partition from what is now Pakistan, agreed with Dosanjh, another Sikh farmer’s son, about values:

… when people come to this country, as I did, they must respect Canadian values. If we come here and then we start saying, ‘Oh, on religious grounds, I need this concession. I need a burka on religious grounds. I need the kirpan on religious grounds. I can marry more than one person on religious grounds. You can’t search me at the airport. I can’t remove this religious part of my attire or that part of my clothing,’ then this should be unacceptable. When safety and security is the issue, nothing is untouchable. Those groups and those people who are asking for such concessions on religious grounds have their mind somewhere else, and it’s very easy to identify. They are not ready to identify with our values in this country, and that should be the yardstick.

Five goons with bats weren’t enough to stop Balraj Deol. But those who have suffered a collision with Khalistanis have not always bounced back. For victims of terror all over the globe, closure is mostly not a real thing. Still, there are always a few who do much more than get back on their feet, and the Air India bomb produced one astounding example.
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A RAY OF LIGHT

MARK STAGG, THE SAILOR who helped retrieve the bodies from the Atlantic, said of the fortitude and grace shown by the Air India families that ‘they take my breath away’. One who endured the worst possible blow is nonetheless known now for what he has given, not for what he lost. He is the defiant Dr Chandrasekhar Sankurathri.1

Dr Chandra, as he is known, was a biologist for the Canadian government in Ottawa and an immigrant from Kakinada, on India’s eastern coast in Andhra Pradesh. On a fine day in June, he sent his young family to India for a summer vacation. Instead, his wife Manjari, his son Srikiran and his little daughter Sarada were all taken by the bomb on Flight 182. Their bodies were never found. 

A firmly rational, scientific man, Chandra nevertheless kept hoping for three years that he might somehow find them alive on the Irish coast. Then, he made a decision that affected thousands of lives. He went back to Kakinada to help the poor. He said:

I needed a purpose for my life. I want to do something useful in my life. So that’s why I quit my job in Canada. When I came home, it used to hit me – that I’m so lonely there, what happened to my family, they are not there anymore. So I could not reconcile nor could I accept it. What is the purpose for me? Why should I go and make this living? For whose sake? So, ultimately, I said, no, this is not for me, so I had to do something useful.2

He threw himself into it, finding land, building a school, raising donations back in Canada, hiring teachers and cooks to feed the kids and drivers to bring them to school, buying uniforms and book bags and chalkboards. His message to parents was, follow my rules, give your kids a bath every day and I’ll charge you nothing. I’ll give them a way out of poverty.
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Dr Chandrasekhar Sankhuratri at a June 2016 fundraiser in Ottawa for his school and eye clinic in Kakinada, Andhra Pradesh.
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Of course, they took him up on it. His school bus started gathering kids in the morning from nearby villages and they sat under a grove of mango trees for their classes. Years went by without a single dropout. If you live in a straw hut in a sugarcane field, and you get a chance like this, you take it. When I visited with a CBC crew in 2005, the students told me they wanted to be doctors and teachers. 
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Dr Chandrasekhar Sankhuratri, who lost his wife and two children in the Air India bombing of 1985, teaching a biology class at his free school for the poor  in Kakinada, Andhra Pradesh, January 2005. 
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The success of the school should have been enough. For Chandra, it was not. He knew that the grandparents of these kids were often afflicted with blindness – treatable blindness. India has a quarter of all the world’s blind people, yet quick and simple cataract surgery can give many of them a new life. Chandra built again, hired again and opened an eye clinic. Since 1990, he has educated 3,500 children, treated 3.4 million eye patients and performed 280,000 eye surgeries at his hospital – always free to those who can’t afford to pay.

In the lobby hangs a picture of his wife and children. He doesn’t forget:

It’s a long struggle every day, you know, day in and out … My family’s still, even till today … they’re at the back of my mind always. There’s never a question of forgetting that. You can’t erase those memories. They’re forever there. As long as I live, I have to live with them, I know that.

But he has found a way to build a sprawling new family – a whole teaching and medical community which depends on him. A global network of donors – mostly small donors – helps to keep the whole thing going, even if there are some months where he’s not sure where the salaries will come from. 

‘I’m diverting all my feelings, all my frustrations towards something good for the people. Thereby, I keep myself happy. And try to not to think about that too often.’ 

Unlike many of the Air India families, he unplugged long ago from the trial, the inquiry and the anger.

‘No, I am not interested. Only thing is if I ever face them I want to ask them why they did it. If they have a conscience they should feel it. Otherwise it does not bother me at all.’ 

To the other families, he says:

Forget and forgive and you get on with your life. Don’t be vengeful and you want to see that somebody should get punished and by doing so you’re so preoccupied in that and we cannot do anything in life. … If I did not do this, sitting there, waiting for something to happen for those criminals, what did I achieve in life? Nothing, right?

I began by declaring that the curse of Khalistan seemed to afflict all comers – terrorists and victims alike. Few have the willpower to conquer it. But it can be done. 

If you see the old farmers in Kakinada, blinking when the bandages come off and realizing that they can see again, and if you watch the beaming children under the mango trees, aching for classes to begin, you’ll know it’s possible.
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ANNEXURE

KHALISTAN: A PROJECT OF PAKISTAN

(This article was written in September 2020 by Terry Milewski for the Macdonald-Laurier Institute in Ottawa.)

SIKH SEPARATISTS IN THE West are trying to drum up interest in a referendum on their demand for an independent state called Khalistan – meaning, the Land of the Pure. But India has banned the referendum and interest is low among Sikhs in India, where millions of Sikhs in their homeland of Punjab voted for a fiercely anti-separatist state government. A closer look suggests that it’s Pakistanis, not Khalistanis, who are driving the campaign – and their motives are not necessarily pure. 

October Surprise

Amid fields of lentils near the village of Kang Araiyan, six men in two Maruti cars, both with fake licence plates, approached a canal bridge in the early gloom. It was mid-October 1992, at 5:30 in the morning. The Punjab police had been tipped off and were waiting in ambush. The six men were caught unawares, but not unprepared – far from it. With them, they had a rocket launcher, a machine gun, three AK-47s, grenades, handguns, ammunition and – always an essential additive in the Sikh struggle for independence – some well-connected Pakistanis.

The police, hiding behind farm buildings, had the advantage of cover as the six men scrambled from the cars and into the fields, firing wildly. Only the rocket launcher was left behind in the rush.

According to the official inquiry, all six gunmen were dead when the shooting stopped and one of them was an important catch. He had been a wanted man for ten years – a mass-murderer who is still revered as a martyr by his admirers in Canada, where he was a citizen. Talwinder Singh Parmar, the inquiry report says, kept tossing grenades to the end.

His Canadian followers insist the shootout was faked. They say Parmar was taken alive, tortured and then killed – an innocent man who fell in the cause of an independent Sikh state called Khalistan, the ‘Land of the Pure’. The notion that Parmar was innocent need not detain us long. 

Although Canadian authorities failed to stop him, Parmar was a known threat, already wanted for murder in India when he set up shop in Canada. His home in Burnaby, British Columbia (BC), was watched and wiretapped as he schemed to place bombs on two Indian planes in late June of 1985. One bomb erased 329 lives aboard Air India’s flight 182 from Montreal to Heathrow. The other blew up early, on the ground at Narita airport in Japan, killing two baggage handlers as they moved it to another Air India flight. Parmar’s bomb-maker, a mechanic named Inderjit Singh Reyat, was convicted and confessed that he built the bombs for Parmar. Intelligence officers knew that to be true because they had tailed the two men to a test blast, three weeks before the real thing. Even so, they didn’t figure out what the suspects were planning until it was too late.

It was, by far, Canada’s worst mass murder and the deadliest attack on aviation in world history until 9/11. And yet, as horrifying as that is, the number of victims amounts to only 1.5 per cent of all the deaths piled up in more than a decade of armed struggle for Khalistan.

Welcome to Pakistan

Back in the lentil fields of Kang Araiyan, it didn’t take long to figure out that Pakistan had given refuge to the leader of the Air India plot. Parmar was easy to identify. He was a well-known fugitive whose mother lived nearby. She identified the body. The police also quickly identified two non-Sikhs who died alongside him. Both were Muslims, both carried Pakistani passports, and both traced back to Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence service, the ISI.

One of the two, Intekhab Ahmed Zia, was known to both Sikh separatists and Indian police as a key contact for Khalistani militants in Pakistan – helping them with shelter, medical care and weapons as part of a clandestine but semi-official Pakistani programme to ‘bleed’ India by supporting Khalistani proxies as well as Islamist ones.

Of course, Osama bin Laden was far from the only international terrorist to find safe haven in the heartland of world terrorism – Pakistan. Talwinder Parmar was just one of many others. Less well known, although hardly a secret, is that Pakistan backed the Khalistan movement from the very start. The Punjabi writer and broadcaster Tarek Fatah, a Muslim who lives in Canada, recalls how he heard as much in 1973, as a young journalist, from no less than Pakistan’s then prime minister, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto (New Delhi Times 2020). 

Fatah says Bhutto told a group of reporters that Pakistan would tear off a piece of India – Khalistan – to avenge the loss of the 1971 war with India, in which East Pakistan was torn off and turned into independent Bangladesh. ‘Pakistan will also have a Bangladesh carved out of India,’ Bhutto promised, ‘except it will be on Pakistan’s border.’ 

But the Pakistani interest in Khalistan was not confined to revenge and it only grew more intense under his successor, General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq. Husain Haqqani, a former Pakistani ambassador to Washington, says that ‘bleeding’ India was certainly the main motive, but a second was to create a strategic ‘buffer’ between India and Pakistan. Thirdly, he says, a state of Khalistan would ‘end India’s land access to Kashmir,’ to the north – another key interest for the Pakistani leadership. Haqqani adds, though, that the creation of a Sikh state remains implausible, leaving only the original motivation for pursuing it: causing India pain (Haqqani 2020).

So far, though, that hope has been enough to keep Pakistan’s army and its political leadership interested. No matter how low the support for Khalistan sinks in India – and it has sunk very low indeed – the cause still survives in Pakistan, where jihadist groups have made common cause with Sikh separatists against their shared enemy, India.

An example is the leading Khalistani figure in Pakistan, Gopal Singh Chawla, who makes no bones about his friendly alliance with the Pakistani jihadist Hafiz Saeed, leader of the feared Lashkar-e-Taiba. Saeed directed the terrorist attacks of November 2008 that killed 166 people in Mumbai. He is now in prison. Chawla told an Indian reporter that ‘Hafiz Saeed is my ideal person’ (Kaul 2020).

For Canadian Sikh separatists, the Pakistan connection has been problematic, but still essential. As we’ve seen, Talwinder Parmar certainly knew where to go when he fled Canada. A picture from a Pakistani gun bazaar at Darra, near the Afghan frontier, shows him in July of 1989, hefting an antique machine gun. The post-9/11 crackdown on terrorist financing ensnared another Canadian who pitched in for the cause of Khalistan. In 2006, Khalid Awan, a Muslim of Pakistani descent, was convicted by a federal jury in New York (US Attorney’s Office 2006) of giving aid to the Khalistan Commando Force, a Sikh terrorist group with thousands of killings on its record. Awan was sentenced and, after many appeals, re-sentenced to fourteen years in prison (FBI 2020).

Another Canadian citizen, Satinderpal Singh Gill from Surrey, BC, actually lived for years in Pakistan as a senior official of the International Sikh Youth Federation – banned as a terrorist organization in India, Canada, the UK and the US, but not in Pakistan. More recently, two other Canadians, Bhagat Singh Brar and Parvkar Singh Dulai, are fighting their inclusion on a government no-fly list, after the Canadian Security Intelligence Service (CSIS) accused them of aiding Khalistani terrorist activities in India. Brar, it said, ‘was among a group of individuals linked to and co-operating with the Pak ISI’ (Bell 2020).

For his part, Dulai has long been a prominent figure at the Dasmesh Darbar gurdwara in Surrey, BC, where ‘martyr’ posters of Talwinder Parmar have a place of honour. Dulai insists he has nothing to do with Sikh extremists but, until it was banned as a terrorist organization in 2003, he posted on the Internet a photo of himself wearing the colours of the Babbar Khalsa, founded by Parmar. Neither he nor Brar has been charged with any crime in Canada.

The bloodbath that started it all

All of these sub-plots may seem remarkable in themselves, but Pakistan’s role in nurturing the cause of Khalistan, given the grim historical backdrop, is more remarkable still. Like so much else in the region, that history inevitably goes back to the trauma of India’s partition in 1947.

Although precise numbers are hard to come by, there is little doubt that a million people died – Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs – in a hellish cycle of massacres and retaliatory massacres when the British quit India and carved it into two countries – a mainly-Hindu India and a mainly-Muslim Pakistan. The Sikhs got no country of their own and their Punjab homeland was sliced in two.

It was hardly their homeland exclusively, though. Before partition, according to a 1941 census (Punjab Partition Forum 2018), Sikhs had no special claim to the undivided Punjab, where Muslims were in the majority, at 53 per cent, followed by Hindus with 29 per cent and Sikhs with 15 per cent of the population. But Partition forced each group to fight for turf and to consolidate where it could best survive, resulting in a gigantic migration propelled by ethnic cleansing on an apocalyptic scale. Millions of Muslims were driven west out of India and millions of Hindus and Sikhs were forced east out of the new Pakistan.

Sikh gangs did their share of the killing, but a quarter of a million Sikhs, perhaps more, lay among the dead. Today, their elimination from Pakistan is not quite complete but, under the threat of forced conversions, attacks on gurdwaras and worsening discrimination against all religious minorities in Pakistan, fewer than 10,000 Sikhs remain where once there were two million. This, in a country which supposedly stands for their liberation from oppression.

It does not fit the Khalistani narrative, to say the least, that Pakistan’s treatment of its shrinking Sikh minority has brought angry demonstrations to the Pakistani High Commission in New Delhi. Rather, it makes it all the more bizarre that undying solidarity with Pakistan has become a kind of theme song for the American lawyer, Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, who leads Sikhs for Justice, the driving force in the campaign for a referendum on Sikh independence. 

Although he claims to lead a movement for ‘human rights’, Pannun has unblushingly sided with China in its border dispute with India and recently wrote to Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan, swearing that, ‘if India ever attacked Pakistan, the Pro-Khalistan Sikhs will extend full support to Pakistan’.1 The prime minister was surely touched. But, in truth, the Khalistan movement would be of very little use in a conflict, given the lack of support it commands even in Punjab – the only Indian state with a Sikh majority. There are good reasons for this.

According to an official count by the Punjab Police (K.P.S. Gill Undated), the twelve years of Sikh insurgency ending in 1993 were scarred by hijackings, stabbings, shootings and bombings which took a staggering 21,469 lives – and most of the victims, whether civilian, police or separatist fighters, were Sikh. Fourteen hundred Punjab policemen were murdered, along with many of their family members. Farmers, judges, teachers, journalists, bankers who lent to the wrong people, and delivery men who brought the wrong newspapers were all butchered.

Much of the violence was driven by groups of puritanical Sikh fundamentalists who demanded strict religious observance and killed, with equal zeal, both Hindus and Sikhs deemed insufficiently devout. When a schoolteacher failed to ensure that her students wore proper religious dress, she was shot dead. When the Babbar Khalsa decreed that family planning was forbidden for Sikhs, seven doctors who defied the order were all murdered. 

The scale of the bloodletting, among many other things, renders darkly absurd the ‘Truther’ theory, often advanced by separatists in Canada, that it was not Talwinder Parmar but the Indian government that blew up Air India flight 182. It was a false-flag operation, they say, to make the separatist cause look bad. Never explained is why the deaths of a few hundred Canadians would make the separatists look bad, if the deaths of many thousands of Indians did not. 

But even this brief summary of the slaughter, and the one before that, and the one before that, leaves little cause to wonder that the great majority of Sikhs have no appetite for another independence struggle. Every household knows that the blood-soaked effort to create Khalistan was an economic disaster for Punjab, once known as the prosperous ‘breadbasket’ of India. Add to this dismal past the fear that in the future, an independent Khalistan seems most unlikely to be truly independent – of Pakistan.

Ask the voters

Already in decline at the end of the twentieth century, the separatists’ critique of Indian perfidy suffered further erosion during the early years of the twenty-first century, thanks to the long career of Manmohan Singh, a Sikh economist who was born in what is now the Pakistani part of Punjab and, as a teenager, was forced by Partition to migrate to India. As finance minister and then during ten years as prime minister until 2014, Manmohan Singh revolutionized the Indian economy by lowering taxes, selling off sleepy state enterprises and courting foreign investment. 

Singh also, on a visit to Toronto in 2010, made a point of condemning Sikh extremism on Canadian soil. ‘Sikh extremism, separatism and militancy were a problem in India more than two decades ago,; he said. ‘Today, Punjab is at peace and there is growth and prosperity.’ Nothing undiplomatic about that – but he wasn’t done. Canadians who were hoping Singh would not point his finger at Canada specifically were out of luck. He went on, ‘There are, however, some elements outside India, including in Canada, who try to keep this issue alive for their own purposes. In many cases, such elements have links to or are themselves wedded to Terrorism.’2

Coming from a turbaned, bearded and popular Sikh leader of India, Singh’s remarks resoundingly gave the lie to claims by Sikh separatists to speak for the global Sikh community. Instead, although politicians in Canada often credit such claims, the Khalistan movement has been going nowhere in the Sikhs’ home state, where 90 per cent of all the world’s Sikhs still live.

The most recent Punjab elections (Election Commission of India 2018), in 2017, saw a 77 per cent turnout in a state where 58 per cent of voters are Sikh. And the result? Millions of them voted to install a fervently anti-separatist Sikh, Capt. Amarinder Singh, as chief minister. Not only did he win handily, but more than half of his seats were won in Sikh-majority districts and the region with the highest proportion of Sikhs, Taran Taran, gave his Congress party all of its seats.

Once in power, Capt. Amarinder soon won glowing reviews in the Punjabi media for accusing prime minister Justin Trudeau of harbouring Sikh separatists in the Canadian cabinet. He relented when Trudeau visited in 2018 and pledged respect for the unity of India, but returned to his original theme in 2019, when he urged UN sanctions against Canada for failing to crack down on the Khalistan movement. As he noted in his statement, ‘India had, for too long, been soft towards Canada and needed to crack its whip aggressively, even seek UN sanctions if needed, to end the growing threat once and for all’ (quoted in Blackwell 2019). 

Even more striking, though, is a part of the Punjab election results which is forgotten, way down near the end of the also-rans. That’s where we find the only party to offer a separatist platform in that election: a splinter group of the venerable Shiromani Akali Dal. It barely surpassed zero in its share of the vote: 0.32 per cent. 

It’s worth pausing to think about this microscopic harvest of votes. Of course, there were many other issues in the campaign. But imagine: only a third of one per cent voted for an independent state – this, after decades of separatists denouncing India as not just oppressive but genocidal. On that score, let it be said plainly that no Sikh could or should forget the vicious pogroms which took thousands of Sikh lives in 1984, after the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi by her Sikh bodyguards. But it’s possible, if you’re a Punjabi Sikh whose grandparents were among hundreds of thousands hacked to death by Muslim mobs, that you have your own perspective on where the danger lies.

Besides that, it might seem that half a century is long enough to show that the Khalistan movement may be achieving Pakistan’s goal – bleeding India – but is nowhere close to the Khalistanis’ goal – an independent state. It’s all the stranger, then, that in the UK and especially in Canada, relations with India are often seen through a Khalistani prism, as if separatism is what Sikh immigrants are all about. 

By contrast, those who really are focused on separatism seem to know quite well that it’s not popular. The World Sikh Organization (WSO), for example, was founded to strive for a Sikh state. That’s Article II of its constitution and was posted on the WSO website – that is, until a CBC documentary mentioned it in 2007. Then, the constitution and the entire website suddenly disappeared from the Internet. It later reappeared, scrubbed of any mention of the constitution or its mission to create Khalistan, although the mission has not changed. Since then, the WSO avoids the topic unless pressed.

Challenged about Article II, a WSO board member and former executive director, Jaskaran Sandhu (2020), responded as follows on Twitter: ‘As for the “separatist” – the Akal Takht Jathedar just said the other week “All Sikhs want Khalistan and will accept it.” That’s the highest temporal seat of Sikh authority. The fact you think talking about Khalistan is some fringe thing is such a teller of how out of touch you are.’

Of course, it’s not Chief Minister Amarinder Singh, or his millions of supporters, who are ‘some fringe thing’. It’s the tiny fraction of Sikhs who voted for separatism. Even so, from Surrey, BC to Brampton, Ontario, Canadian politicians of both left and right often assume that separatist groups such as the WSO and Sikhs for Justice speak for the Sikh community. The evidence, instead, suggests that they speak for Pakistan.

Maps tell stories

If more evidence of that were needed, also consider the curious maps of Khalistan offered by the referendum campaigners. 

At first glance, these maps show an expansive new nation reaching far beyond Punjab into several other Indian states, even including New Delhi. But look again – and notice how this ambitious agenda suddenly evaporates when it comes to the other half of historic Punjab, now in Pakistan. In fact, the proposed Khalistan does not reach one inch into traditional Sikh lands in Pakistan – not to Lahore, where Maharaja Ranjit Singh ruled over a Sikh empire two hundred years ago, or even to Nankana Sahib, sacred birthplace of Guru Nanak, the first Sikh guru. Needless to say, these lie at the heart of Sikh culture and history.

It appears, then, that Pakistan wants the Sikhs to be free, but not in Pakistan. The separatists, in turn, clearly know where their patron sets the limits. Even drawing a map which presumes upon Pakistan’s generosity is a step too far – one that could sever the lifeline which has sustained the dream of Khalistan for so long. Judging by the silence, even the fiercest Khalistanis feel they must accept this abbreviated, Pakistani version of their new country without a murmur of dissent. 

Husain Haqqani, the former Pakistani ambassador to the US, is blunt about this. The maps show, he says, that ‘ … groups like Sikhs for Justice are not willing to forgo Pakistani support’.

Now at a Washington think-tank, the Hudson Institute, Haqqani is freer to talk than he was as a diplomat and he does not see the fixation with ‘bleeding’ India as productive for his country. Nor does he see the Khalistan project as remotely feasible, given the power of the Indian state.

As for Canadian Khalistanis, he says, ‘These people are just being used … there’s no practical way they’re going to get anywhere.’ He adds that ‘Khalistanis in Canada have very little stake in Punjab or India. It’s easy for them to live in a fantasy world – while those who live in Punjab and India live in the real world’ (Haqqani 2020).

Be careful what you wish for

Fantasy or not, though, it’s clear who is really driving the Khalistan bus: Pakistan – the same Pakistan where countless Sikhs were murdered and expelled in the name of Islam. What’s more, while separatist Sikhs complain loudly and properly about the massacre of several thousand Sikhs by Hindus in 1984, there are no rallies to demand justice for at least a quarter-million Sikhs massacred by Muslims in 1947.

It is, therefore, not a shock to notice that Western democracies with large Sikh communities like Canada, Britain and the US are sceptical of the looming referendum, planned for November of 2020. Canada’s government says it won’t recognize it. Nor will Pakistani realists like Husain Haqqani, who says, ‘The referendum is just a gimmick. And gimmicks make headlines – they don’t change maps.’ 

India has certainly not helped its cause, and may even have helped its critics, by banning the referendum from Indian territory and by criminalizing those who advocate it. But the referendum is plainly designed to attract those who support an independent state, not those who oppose it. The posters don’t just urge Sikhs to vote; they urge them to end India’s ‘occupation’ of Punjab (but not Pakistan’s).

In short, the exercise seems destined to show that, among those who support a Sikh state, a high proportion support a Sikh state. That’s not going to be big news. The real question is whether a majority of all Sikhs do – and they will need to do better than 0.32 per cent.

Canada, for example, has the largest share of the world’s Sikh diaspora at about half a million. What if 100,000 show up to vote for Khalistan? That would be an achievement – but it would still leave 80 per cent of them who just weren’t interested, not to mention the 92 per cent of all Sikhs who live in Punjab and cheer for Capt. Amarinder.

‘Be careful what you wish for,’ the old adage teaches. Are Sikhs around the world clamouring for an independent state? Do they want Pakistan to get what it wants? The separatists have laboured long to ensure that we’ll soon find out. But they may not like the answer.
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1. This letter appeared in the Delhi High Court 2020.

2. Singh’s comments are from an event in Toronto that was attended by the author.
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they discusced whethor cheques from a MALIK® had been
deposited. During the conversation Mr. PARMAR advised that
the cheques for March and April had been done. Mr. GILL
informed M. PAMGR that he had given him five to sevan from
WALIK. It is by opinion that the conversation refers to

aheoney Saenited: Trem Taioisas Sinal MALIE -
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blew up over the ocean. PUREWALL then asked how he managed to have
the bosb inside the plane. BAGRI said that when the device wan
ready, Surgan Singh GILL was supposed to take it to the airport but
When it was ready and it wam shown to him, he got scared and
Tesigned from the Babbar Khalea, BAGRI then muggested.to Taluinder-
Singh PARMAR that they should kil Surwm-SimoimGIEt=turmum-
83id no because that would bring suspicion on themand #o they-just
warned GILL ot ta say amjthing.. BAGRL then said that he ot
Someome: else to take the bomb inside a suitcase to the Vancouver
airport and put it on the plae.. Themthertalk shifted to other
topics regarding Sikh politics in general.
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In summation on this point, our accounting of these events in a Wiretap Affidavit
must disclose that valuable wiretap evidence in the possession of CSIS was destroyed
when tapes were crased and that lack of disclosure by CSIS in the early days, allowed
the RCMP (o scck a wiretap authorization on the wrong targets. There is a strong
likelihood that had CSIS retained the tapes between March and August, 1985, that
a successful prosccution against at least some of the principals in both bombings
could have been undertaken.
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3. SINGH:

PARMAR:

3. sTNGH:

1 beg you send somebody or something, Chere are
three of us here, one of us can have the killer
nusber. ..

Do you have a passport? Can you move around
easily?

Yes sir, there is no problem, I can come and go

freely.
Good then, maybe you'll be able to do scmething.

Give me this chance to serve, if you can do this,
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returned hove late at night on 85 JUN 22, At spproxiaztely 0930
on 65 JUN 23, 1 called the residence of David AYRE to advise him
that 1 wes back in the area. Kis sife ansvered the phono and
odvised ne thet David vas at vork. As it uas a Susday morning, 1

recall asking_ber uhy he vas vorking overtise. I recall his vife
Savioe 1o me "Raynond Aidn't you bear?® sod 1 sald “Fear wat?”

She satd the planc's gone dovn. I asked her "what plane?” And

she 3514 *an Afr [ndia plano™. recll @y firet thought and
Fossible verbal stategen. 1o Mrs AVRE “that PARMAR did 1t7. 1o
cellad 1to ay offico and reported for work shortly there after.

In other vords as 900n 2 I heard the plane vent down, I thovght

thac PARMAR did ft.
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Big was abont te happan, enmurad that it could not be taken
Tigatly.

Juno 1985 openod with CSIS and the RCNP fully avare of
the increared threat posed by Sikh oxtreaists, particularly over
the week of June 2-3 (designated Black Week by Sikhs) and during
the vislt of Rajiv Gandhi %o the United States (June 11-16). —

‘the approhended
Plot to assassinato the Indian Prime Ninlster ond an Indien
Kinlster of State in th United States, were clear indications that
# sorious danger existed. — o O

12w
We found that CSXS took several significant steps in

seaponse to’ the picusTien, —
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266.

On the 19th of June, 1985, between 10:07 hours and 11:33
hours, CSIS intercepted four (4) telephone comwersations
betueen Ved SHARYA and Talwinder Singh PARGR. During these
conversations, the two discussed real escate transactions that
Nr. PARWR was involved in. Mr. PARMAR impressed upon Mr.

SHARMA that he should not tell anyone what Mr. PARMAR was

buying and selling as several Sikhs had questioned that he was

dealing with a Hindu real estate agent. Mr. PARMAR also did

not want other people to know that he was investing money here

and there when he was not working.
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