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Abstract
This paper highlights the global contributions of a few scientists born in the small tehsil town of Bhera (District Sargodha, 
Pakistan). Those included are Birbal Sahni, FRS (born1891), a pioneer in palaeobotany; Mulk Raj Sahni, (born 1899) ScD 
(Cambridge) palaeontology; Sir S.S. Bhatnagar, FRS, Industrial chemist, and science administrator (born 1894), Rai Baha-
dur Daya Ram Sahni, CIE, excavator of Harappan and other sites in undivided India (born 1879); Tashkir Ahmad, PhD 
Cambridge (born 1905) entomologist, largely responsible for the start of organized agriculture in Pakistan and Sita Ram 
Kohli (born 1889) who was a pre-eminent historian of Punjab, known for his pioneering work on the historical records of 
the Sikh Imperial Legacy. Mention must be made of others, such as the brothers Bhisham and Balraj Sahni, who excelled 
in literature and drama and whose parents lived in Bhera. Consequently, some reasons are offered to explain why people 
who made such significant academic contributions were born within a span of 10–15 years of each other at the turn of the 
nineteenth century in a fairly obscure city. These factors include a vibrant, wealthy, educated Hindu community with trade 
links to the West, a spirit of competitiveness, and familiarity with the entrance pre-conditions to British Universities. As one 
of the authors (NAP) is a resident and historian of Bhera City, the opportunity to acquire as much information as possible 
has arisen before this data is lost as a result of government apathy.

Keywords  Bhera · Nineteenth century contributions · Palaeobotany · Archaeology · Agriculture · Chemistry · Institution 
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1  Introduction

British colonial history in India is witness to the toll that 
it took on the common lives of Indians, including its arts 
and academics. It ended with the trauma of the partition 
in 1947. There is a lot of literature on the loss of human 
lives and the chaos that followed during those tumultuous 
times, but there is relatively little information that helps in 
recreating the life and times of the Hindu community in the 
early part of the twentieth century in pre-partitioned India. 
This paper documents how a group of enterprising young 
men could break the constraints imposed by foreign rule 
and contribute significantly to their country's science, agri-
culture, and archaeology. It also recreates the heydays of 

the Hindu community in the small town of Bhera. The list 
includes Birbal Sahni and his brother, Sir S.S. Bhatnagar, 
Daya Ram Sahni, Tashkir Ahmad, Sitaram Kohli, and the 
brothers Bhisham and Balraj Sahni whose family lived in 
Bhera (Sahni, 1988, 1998).

2 � Brief history of Bhera

Bhera (“Bhey hara” meaning Fearless), is one of many ety-
mologies available for this small medieval city. Its history 
extends to the onslaughts of invaders since the days of Alex-
ander (Bukhari et al., 2016; Salim, 2004). The present town 
situated on the east bank of River Jhelum preserves much of 
what was established in 1540 CE by Sher Shah Suri. Today, 
it stands with the ruins of once stately homes, many dating 
back to the nineteenth and twentieth century, owned by the 
Hindus and Sikhs who left the city during the partition of 
the continent, a historic city slowly going to dust for lack 
of funds and lack of will largely because of government 

 *	 Ashok Sahni 
	 ashok.sahni@gmail.com

1	 ESSA House, Mohalla Pirachawala, Bhera, Pakistan
2	 Geology Department, Panjab University, Chandigarh, India

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s43539-025-00168-1&domain=pdf


210	 Indian Journal of History of Science (2025) 60:209–218

apathy, devastating floods in 1992 and poor management 
(Ullah et al., 2022).

In a census made in 1891, Bhera in 1849 (District Shah-
pur = present day Sargodha) emerged as one of the largest 
and most prominent towns of Punjab with a population of 
somewhat less than 18,000 (Wilson, 1897). The city of 
Bhera was given a municipality in 1867. In spite of Govern-
ment plans to make Bhera a tourist destination and heritage 
site, the dream has not been realized (Urban Unit, 2022).

3 � Life and times of the Bherochis 
(citizens of Bhera) during the early part 
of the twentieth century

A digital map of Bhera during the early twentieth century 
has been prepared, showing important landmarks (Fig. 1). 
The town was oval in shape, with a wall and moat around it 
having nine gates. The present-day Circular Road follows 
the general alignment of the fortified wall.

What is relevant here, however, is how the city archi-
tecture evolved as the rich local (mainly Hindu) families 
grouped themselves into semi-fortified enclosures with 
narrow alleyways, mainly comprising their immediate clan 
members into what is now known as mohallas. Bhera is 
unique in that many of the mohallas so established are 
conjoined, and many belong to the Kukhrain Biradari 
comprising the Kohli, the Chandiok, Kakkar, Malhotra, 
and several such sub-communities. Sahnianwala mohalla 
is a good example of where the clan lived (Fig. 1). Some 
of the mohallas have survived through time, though they 
are bound to disintegrate or be demolished in the foresee-
able future. The two other religious groups (Muslims and 
Sikhs) also followed the same pattern but on a smaller 
scale.

Figure 2 illustrates the present state of the once-stately 
mansions where the rich and educated Hindu community 
lived. These are rather rare images of buildings on the 
verge of collapse because of continuous neglect for the last 
century. Today, they are occupied by families who were 

Fig. 1   A digital map of Behra during the early twentieth century: 1. 
Sahnianwala mohalla, Homes: Ruchi Ram and Birbal Sahni, 2. SS 
Bhatnagar, now demolished, 3. Daya Ram Sahni, 4. Sita Ram Kohli 
father’s home, 5. Tashkir Ahmad, 6. The Piracha house, 7. Bhisham/

Balraj Sahni’s house, 8. Peeli Kothi, 9. Baoliwala Temple and nearby 
Cremation Grounds, 10. Shiv Mandir = Brahmo Samaj Temple built 
around 1890, 11. Anglo-Sanskrit school old location, 12. Anglo-San-
skrit school new location, 13. Railway Station
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displaced during partition, and the future of the buildings 
is uncertain. There is some controversy regarding the 
home of Birbal Sahni, as two buildings are contenders 

for this position. Local historians and city elders maintain 
that the house figured in Fig. 2A is the home in which the 
ancestors of Ruchi Ram Sahni lived.

Fig. 2   The present state of decay in the maintenance of the old city. 
Local historians and the words of elders of the city hold that the 
Ruchi Ram Sahni’s family lived in the larger house at A. However, 
B has also been cited as their home, C Gobind Ram Kohli’s home. 

D Daya Ram Sahni’s home (courtesy retd. Col. Zahid Mumtaz). E 
Anglo-Sanskrit school (courtesy retd. Col. Zahid Mumtaz), F Norah 
Richards (redrawn and modified R. Patnaik)
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On the other hand, another house (Fig. 2B), ornate, rich-
looking with stained glass windows, has been identified by 
Ms. Sajida Vandal, a friend of N. Burra (2018), as the Sahni 
household. There is no nameplate in either of the homes, but 
the home identified by Ms. Vandal is quite small and perhaps 
was not big enough to accommodate the large Sahni family. 
The issue is unresolvable, but we tend to agree with the local 
wisdom. The homes of Gobind Ram Kohli (Fig. 2C) and 
Daya Ram Sahni (Fig. 2D) are fairly well preserved partly 
because these are presently occupied.

Figure 3 shows the position of the main temples of Bhera, 
namely Gulabgarh (Fig. 3C) and the Baoliwala Temple 
(Fig. 3D), where the Hindu community prayed. The origins 
and status of the Shiv Mandir (Fig. 3A and B) are not clear 
and need to be discussed. This temple is distinctly differ-
ent from the other many surviving temples in Bhera city 
in terms of architecture and style. In an effort to locate the 
Brahmo Samaj temple that Ruchi Ram Sahni built-in Bhera 
around1890s (Kochhar, 2008), one possible candidate is the 
“Shiv Temple”. This structure is very different in architec-
ture from the old Hindu temples of Bhera mentioned above. 
In comparison, it has a very “modern” appearance and is 
rather similar in architecture to contemporary Brahmo Samaj 
mandirs (= temples) in Lahore in shape of a dome, the mul-
tiplicity of columnar pillars. It also possesses a distinctive 
flower (petal) motif, a raised marble tile plinth, geometric 
inlay patterns at the entrance (see arrows), and the absence 
of any icon suggesting a Shiv temple. We can only speculate 
that it is likely that the Mandir (= temple) is the one built in 
the 1890s by Ruchi Ram Sahni. There is a possibility that 
this structure may have been converted subsequently into a 
Shiv temple by conservative Hindus.

4 � Early education and the rise of the few

The road from Bhera to Cambridge at the turn of the nine-
teenth century was fraught with great hazards and difficulties 
(Kochhar, 2013). Education was the only path Indians living 
in colonial India could hope to advance in life. But this was 
not an easy task as it required a knowledge of the “outside 
world”. The advent of newspapers, which started in 1780 
in Bengal, brought the Indians closer to the Westernized 
world and local realities essential for business in a competi-
tive environment. One of the first to do so was Ruchi Ram 
Sahni, who laid the scientific foundations on which his sons 
and contemporaries from Bhera built their future. While he 
was studying in Kolkata, he mixed with some of the great-
est scientists of their times, namely the physicist Jagadis 
Chandra Bose (1858–1937), the chemist Prafulla Chandra 
Ray (1861–1944) and the mathematician Asutosh Mukher-
jee (1864–1924). In addition, Ruchi Ram Sahni worked in 
Lord Rutherford’s lab in 1914–1915, known globally for 

its excellence. He published two papers communicated by 
Lord Rutherford himself, whom he regarded as his mentor.

Bhera profited from well-established schools such as the 
Anglo-Sanskrit school started by Kripa Ram Sahni [Impe-
rial Gazetteer of India, vol.VIII, 1908, p.100]. In 1892, 
schools such as the Anglo-Sanskrit School greatly helped 
those children who wished to study English, but Sanskrit 
remained a favorite subject. At this school, Parmeshwar 

Fig. 3   A Shiv Temple or Brahmo Samaj Temple? B Entrance with 
inlay marble flooring suggesting geometrical patterns, with no sym-
bol attributable to Lord Shiva, red arrow points towards door. C 
Gulabgarh Temple, just north of Point 5 on the map, and D Baoliwala 
Temple. Both temples are situated on the western margin of the city
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Sahai, the father of Dr. S. S. Bhatnagar, got a job. Sahai 
was a devout Brahmo and a close friend of Ruchi Ram. 
In 1934, C.V. Raman, a doyen of physics, invited four 
Bherochis (Ruchi Ram, his two sons, and S.S. Bhatnagar) 
to be Founding Fellows of the Indian Academy of Sciences 
(IASc) at Bangalore, thus endorsing the fact that Bhera can 
truly be deemed to be the cradle of science in Panjab.

The words of Mulk Raj Sahni (1982), younger brother 
of Birbal Sahni, give a glimpse of the books and languages 
that were necessary to qualify for admission to a good 
British university, and I quote from his text.

“My early career was a departure from the normal 
from many points of view. Till I left for Cambridge in 
1919, I had never passed a University examination-
no cause of alarm-nor had I ever failed one, none for 
jubilation either in fact had I ever attempted such an 
exercise at the university.
I was inducted at a young age into varied subjects: 
Urdu English, Sanskrit, Mathematics, the elements 
of Chemistry, the biological sciences (Botany and 
Zoology) and the rudiments of Latin. These subjects, 
except Latin, were taught by the senior teachers at 
Lahore among whom were Professor C.S. Stephen-
son (Lt. Col.) and Prof. Bihari Lal Bhatia (Zoology), 
Professor Shiv Ram Kashyap and Dr. S.L. Ghosh 
(Botany), Professor Hem Raj and Mr. Jain a post-
graduate (mathematics). I recall Mr. Jain as a per-
son with a warm affectionate temperament. In earlier 
years, Mr. Sardari Lal, a teacher who used to stay in 
an annexe of our Mohan Lal Road house at Lahore, 
taught mathematics with diligence and affection. In 
addition to Hitopdesha and the Sanskrit plays like 
Shakuntala and Meghdoot and such works as the Niti 
and Vairagya Shatak, he managed to teach etiquette 
and letter-writing. I recall my first letter addressed to 
him in Sanskrit, which brought a straight admonition 
because, following the English style, I had addressed 
my teacher by name instead of Pandit Ji.
The ‘classes” I enjoyed greatly were those taken 
at their residence by Professor P.E. Richards and 
Mrs. Norah Richards. Norah Richards had been a 
non-professional Shakespearean actress-a some-
what harsh word to define her professionally. She 
had come out to India with her husband following 
his appointment as Professor of English at the Dayal 
Singh College, Lahore.
While Norah Richard taught Shakespearean drama, 
her husband gave renderings in poetry and litera-
ture.
Our Library
We had a large library; among the books I recall Dar-
win’s Origin of Species, Herbert Spencer and Henry 

Huxley’s works, Seeley’s Expansion of the British 
Empire. A thick volume on astronomy by Flammarion, 
a smaller one on political science by John Stuart Mill 
I cannot recall the exact title, Scott’s Ivanhoe besides 
numerous works of William Shakespeare including a 
massive commentary by? I am again stumped for the 
title and author’s name, works of William Makepeace 
Thackeray, Charles Dickins, also the more important 
poets and the then contemporary writers. Incidentally, I 
often stayed in a house in Free School Street, Calcutta, 
opposite which WM Thackeray lodged and where his 
statue stands to this day. We also had a massive pro-
fusely illustrated Cervantes volume of Don Quixote (a 
name which all of us pronounced as Quix at that time) 
though the foregoing is a far from complete list, I need 
scarcely add to it (p.41 consolidated).”

Two threads link the Sahni family, Sir S. S. Bhatnagar, 
and the Richards couple. First, as we have seen, Ruchi Ram 
Sahni’s children were encouraged to attend classes held by 
Norah Richards (Fig. 2F) on Shakespearean drama and by 
her husband on poetry and other aspects of English literature. 
He was a Professor of English Literature at Dyal Singh Col-
lege, Lahore. The couple belonged to the Unitarian Christian 
church, a rather liberally minded sect at that time. Ruchi Ram 
and Bhatnagar’s father belonged to the Brahmo Samaj, a sim-
ilarly enlightened group of people who were more rational 
and scientific in their approach to everyday life. This was one 
bond. The other was that Norah Richards was greatly apprecia-
tive of the abilities of Bhatnagar, who, apart from being a great 
scientist, was a prize-winning dramatist in his own right who 
wrote the play Karamati (Karamat = Miracle) and was fond of 
Urdu shayari or poetry. In fact, much of the details we know 
of Bhatnagar’s early life are based on the biography written 
by Norah Richards (1948). Furthermore, Bhatnagar’s father 
Parameshwari Sahai was himself a Brahmo and a close friend 
of the Sahni Family. This was the other bond.

5 � Contributions of the scientists

We have chosen six academicians documenting their rise to 
national and global importance. This group includes the broth-
ers Birbal and Mulk Raj Sahni, SS Bhatnagar, Tashkir Ahmad, 
Daya Ram Sahni, and Sita Ram Kohli.

5.1 � Birbal Sahni FRS and Mulk Raj Sahni

Birbal Sahni was born in Bhera on November 14th, 1891. 
From his father, also born in Bhera and a leading academic 
of his time (Sahni & Rutherford, 1937), he learned to appre-
ciate the variety of plants he spotted on their travels in the 
Greater Himalayas, (Sahni, 2004, 2018). As a consequence, 
from an early age, he developed a love for natural history, 
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especially botany. This love was further enhanced by his 
identification of some unique Himalayan plants.

Birbal received his entire education in India at Lahore, 
first at the Mission and Central Model School and then at the 
Government College in Lahore (Sahni, 1952). He excelled 
in academics, topping Sanskrit in the Matriculation exami-
nation of the Punjab University and getting a merit posi-
tion in the state in the Intermediate Science Examination. In 
1911, he completed a B Sc. degree at Government College, 
Lahore. His early love for the subject of botany could not 
be denied, and he was so impressed by his teacher, S.R. 
Kashyap, that he decided to go for Natural Sciences (Bot-
any). He left for England soon after 1911 for the University 
of Cambridge and took his Natural Science Tripos 1 from 
and then in 1915 the Natural Science Tripos 2 from the same 
college (Fig. 4). Two years later, he received a B S degree 
from the University of London. In 1920, Birbal joined BHU 
briefly in 1920 but settled for Lucknow University in 1921, 
where he headed the Departments of Botany and Geology.

He was awarded the Fellowship of the Royal Society in 
1936 (Thomas, 1950).

He became President of the National Academy of Sci-
ences, India, 1937–39 and 1943–44. 1948, he was elected 

as a Foreign Honorary Member of the American Acad-
emy of Arts and Sciences. He established the now famous 
institute that goes by his name: Birbal Sahni Institute of 
Palaeosciences (formerly Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeo-
botany), an institution so unique that it was the only one 
in the world at that time.

His research took a little-known subject (Palaeobotany) 
to international levels. He traced the evolution of plants 
in Gondwanaland, but especially in the Indian context 
(Sahni, 1920). He discovered several new groups of plants, 
but his main work was on the reproductive system of gym-
nosperms (Sahni, 1932; Sahni, 2018). Apart from this, he 
calculated rates of mountain uplifts based on plant ecology 
of the vegetation found there and was also interested in 
numismatics (Sahni, 1936a, 1936b, 1936c, 1936d, 1945).

5.2 � Mulk Raj Sahni, ScD Cambridge

Mulk Raj was born in Bhera on March 1st 1899, and, in his 
early career, followed the footsteps of his elder brother. The 
main difference was that Mulk Raj was completely home-
schooled. Such was his father's confidence in the tutors 
that would teach him at home that the first exam that Mulk 

Fig. 4   Copy of University of Cambridge Register marking the degrees of Birbal and Mulk Raj Sahni with dates and divisions
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Raj ever gave, popularly known as the “Little Go” was on 
English soil for entry into the University of Cambridge. He 
obtained his Natural Science Tripos (NST)1 from Cam-
bridge University in 1922 and the NST 2 in 1923, (Fig. 4). 
Thereafter, he obtained his Master’s working as a research 
fellow at the prestigious Imperial College of Science and 
Technology London, later obtaining a PhD (Sahni, 1982). It 
is interesting to note the stature of the teachers who taught 
Mulk Raj at Cambridge, namely Sir Alfred Harker FRS, Pro-
fessor Henry Wood, and Prof Albert Charles Seward, FRS 
were stalwarts in their field at that time and whose books 
formed an integral part of the Indian University Geology 
undergraduate curriculum until the 1970s and 1980s.

He was awarded a DSc University of London and ScD 
University of Cambridge in 1959. In 1968, he was elected 
President of the International Palaeontological Union during 
the International Geological Congress of the same year. He 
founded the Palaeontological Society of India in the 1950s.

He worked initially in The Geological Survey of India 
(GSI) and, after retirement from that institution, as a Profes-
sor at Panjab University, Chandigarh. He is known globally 
for his work on the brachial apparatus of the chalk terebratu-
lids (Sahni, 1925), working as a researcher at the Imperial 
College of Science and Technology, London. At GSI, he 
worked as a palaeontologist in charge, working from Shan 
States (Myanmar) to the extreme West of the country in Sind 
and Baluchistan (Sahni, 1925, 1941, 1962a, 1962b). As a 
Professor at Panjab University, Chandigarh, he discovered a 
remarkable vertebrate assemblage from Quaranwala village 
representing the Tatrot Formation and established a museum 
in the department.

5.3 � Sir Shanti Swarup Bhatnagar, FRS

Sir Bhatnagar was an innovative scientist and precocious 
child who was equally at home in science and literature. 
Born on February 21st, 1894, at Bhera, he was the second 
of three children, (Kochhar, 2002). His father, Pameshwari 
Sahai Bhatnagar, studied English and History at Punjab Uni-
versity. Parmeshwari preferred to live the life of a simple 
school teacher and was appointed second master at Anglo-
Sanskrit school, Bhera, in 1892. But he died soon after, leav-
ing his family devastated. Shanti Swarup’s mother moved to 
UP to be with her father, an engineer. It was here that Shanti 
developed his skills not only in free thinking but also in 
poetry. One of his ancestors, Har Gopal Tafta, was a close 
friend of the legendary poet Ghalib, and from him, Shanti 
Swarup developed an everlasting love for Urdu poetry.

Barely 15 years old, he published a letter in the local 
newspaper of Allahabad (Now Prayagraj) on how to use 
molasses and carbonaceous matter under pressure and tem-
perature as a substitute for carbon electrodes in a battery. 
After he received his MSc degree in 1919 and financed by 

a scholarship from the Dyal Singh Trust, provided by Prof. 
Ruchi Ram Sahni, a fund trustee, he obtained his DSc under 
the supervision of Prof. F. G. Donnan, FRS, from the Uni-
versity of London on the surface tension of oils.

As we shall see later, he came in contact with an Irish 
dramatist, Norah Richards, who had come to India with 
her husband, Philip Ernest Richards, appointed Professor 
in English literature at Dayal Singh College, Lahore. She 
would later write a warm and detailed biography of him 
(Richards, 1948).

Professor Madan Mohan Malviya invited him to take 
over a professorship at Benares Hindu University, Varanasi, 
which he did in 1921. His old friend Birbal Sahni also joined 
the same university a year earlier but left soon afterward. In 
1940, Bhatnagar was appointed Director of Scientific and 
Industrial Research, later (1942) upgraded to Council of Sci-
entific and Industrial Research (CSIR). He established the 
following national institutes of research: Central Glass and 
Ceramic Research Institute, Kolkata (1945), Central Fuel 
Research Institute, Dhanbad (1946), National Metallurgical 
Laboratory, Jamshedpur, the same year, and the following 
year two laboratories, namely, National Physical Laborato-
ries, New Delhi and National Chemical Laboratories, Pune 
(Kochhar, 2002).

The British Government conferred on him the Order of 
the British Empire (OBE) in 1936. In 1941, Dr Bhatnagar 
received the coveted Knights Bachelor honour, and in 1943, 
a further academic award came his way in the form of a 
Fellowship of the Royal Society. He received the Padma 
Bhushan in 1954, the inaugural year these awards were 
given.

Apart from his personal research, Sir Bhatnagar is cred-
ited with establishing and heading the Council of Scientific 
and Industrial Research with several institutes spanning a 
broad spectrum of sciences, including Physics and drugs-
related research. No one person has had such an overwhelm-
ing influence on India's industrial and scientific endeavour.

5.4 � Rai Bahadur Daya Ram Sahni, CIE

Daya Ram Sahni was a much-decorated archaeologist born 
in Bhera on December 16th 1879. He joined the Archaeolog-
ical Survey of India (ASI) in 1904. In the initial stages, Daya 
Ram worked with Professor Jean Philippe Vogel from the 
Netherlands for a few years, mainly in western India. Later, 
he worked with Dr. John Marshall on several sites in Bihar 
and elsewhere. Daya Ram was posted to Lahore in 1917 
as Assistant Superintendent and was given the large area 
of United Provinces (now somewhat shrunk to form Uttar 
Pradesh) and was made Deputy Director in 1925 and Direc-
tor General in 1931. He and his co-workers have thrown 
considerable light on the ancient Buddhist history of the 
country and Nalanda, one of the truly global universities of 
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the ancient world. However, to him and Dr. John Marshall, 
a British archaeologist, we owe their great contribution to 
unearthing the Harappan site in the Indus Valley, including 
Mohenjodaro area in 1920 and 1921 (Marshall et al., 1931). 
Their initial publication, published on March 29th, 1921 
was a landmark discovery for the continent and the start-
ing point of several issues dealing with the nature, origin, 
and relationship to present-day populations of the country 
(Blakiston, 1939; Cummings, 2005; Lahiri, 2012; Sahni & 
Marshall, 1923). Even today, after 100 years, one unsolved 
issue is the nature and meaning of the seals they uncovered.

Like many illustrious persons before him, Daya Ram 
graduated from Punjab University with a gold medal in 
Sanskrit. He got his Masters from Oriental College in 1903 
(Anon, 1939; Obituary, 1939). He remained Director Gen-
eral ASI from 1931 to 1935.

Sahni was awarded the designation "Rai Bahadur" and a 
medal in March 1920. Soon after his retirement from the ASI 
in 1935, Sahni was made a Companion of the Order of the 
Indian Empire. Benares Hindu University (BHU) has insti-
tuted the Dayaram Sahni Gold Medal in his memory. He 
died on March 7th, 1939.

5.5 � Dr. Tashkir Ahmad. Tamgha I Pakistan

Dr. Ahmad was born in Bhera on March 3rd, 1905, and came 
from a religious family. His father, moulvi Mohd Saeed 
taught Arabic at a local school. As in the case of many oth-
ers discussed here, he was a precocious child and, at the 
age of 14, was admitted to the Punjab Agricultural College, 
from where he obtained his degree in 1924, topping his 
class and earning a fellowship to undertake higher studies 
at the University of Cambridge. He left for Cambridge in 
1933 and was awarded a PhD in entomology in 1935. He 
returned to India. Soon after, he joined the Imperial Agricul-
tural Research Institute in Delhi and worked there till 1947.

He moved to Pakistan in 1947 and was appointed Direc-
tor of Plant Protection in the Ministry of Agriculture. He was 
one of the first globally to start aerial spraying of crops. One 
of his contributions was the manner in which the insecticide 
Aldrin was administered. He used it with churning water, a 
first globally, and was called to give talks on this discovery 
in various cities of the Western world. The Food and Agri-
cultural Organizations of the United Nations awarded him 
for this innovation in 1962. He obtained the Fellowship of 
the Pakistan Academy of Sciences for his scientific contribu-
tions. He was awarded Sitara I Khidmat in 1964. He died 
in 1991.

5.6 � Sita Ram Kohli

Sita Ram was born in Bhera on February 28th, 1889. He 
studied in DAV College, Bhera, and later obtained his 

Masters from Government College Lahore. In 1915, he was 
awarded the Alexandra Research Scholarship, the first so to 
be honoured. He carefully sifted through several folios of the 
records of the Lahore Durbar from 1811 to 1849, which the 
Punjab Government later published in two volumes entitled 
Catalogue of Khalsa Darbar Records.

In 1940, Kohli was appointed Principal at Government 
College, Hoshiarpur, and four years later transferred to Gov-
ernment College, Rohtak. Towards the end of his career, he 
was made Secretary of Education Department, and settled 
down to retire in Rohtak. He also happened to be a son-in-
law of RR Sahni.

He had many publications (Kohli, 1928, 2015), but his 
most notable publication came posthumously based on his 
volume entitled The Last Phase, 1839–1849. This acclaimed 
work was edited and published by Khushwant Singh after 
the death of the author under the new title, Sunset of the Sikh 
Empire (Kohli, 2012). He died in July 1962.

6 � Factors that contributed to gaining 
hard‑won recognition

Bhera is as unlikely a place to find academics who have 
contributed so much to the heritage and science of the Sub-
continent. It, therefore, becomes important to trace the rea-
sons why Bhera vied with the more established contempo-
rary centres of learning such as Calcutta (Kolkata), Madras 
(Chennai), and Bombay (Mumbai), which were hubs where 
the British had established several schools, colleges and a 
University at that time. By comparison, Bhera had only one 
school in the 1890s, established by one Kripa Ram Sahni, 
and no institution of higher learning. The question arises of 
whether the success of the few was just a coincidence or was 
destined by the aspirational attitude of a fledgling middle 
caste wanting to assert itself.

After 1857, as the British took over the reins of power 
in the country, they maintained a certain distance from the 
general public. However, those Indians who started copying 
them in their attire, language, and other ways were favoured 
depending upon the circumstances. This attitude created a 
growing desire amongst the wealthy few to imitate them 
for benefit. The presence of evangelical groups and Eng-
lish medium schools hastened the process of integration. 
For example, by 1894, the American United Presbyterian 
Mission had established a unit at Bhera, (PCP, 2024). In 
addition, for a vast country such as India, the British needed 
local talent to man important positions in the government 
and elsewhere. Those who were able to acquire a British 
degree were obviously preferred for employment. This, 
above all, was the biggest driving factor in getting a degree 
from a top British University, a ploy that the bherochis 
learned very fast. Three out of the five people who have 
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been written about here went to Cambridge (or London in 
one case) university to secure higher degrees such as PhD, 
ScD. All three of these were Fellows of the Indian National 
Science Academy, New Delhi. Taskkir Ahmad was a Fellow 
of the Pakistan Academy of Sciences.

It is obvious that only wealthy families could afford to 
send their children to study at Cambridge or other institu-
tions of higher learning. In the case of Ruchi Ram Sahni, 
he was able to send all his five sons to the United Kingdom 
mainly because he was able to supplement his income as 
a teacher in the Government College Lahore by starting a 
small industrial venture. This was the setting up of a sul-
phuric acid factory near Lahore. Later, he also set up a local 
scientific instrument glass factory (Burra, 2017).

Other wealthy families from Bhera who sent their chil-
dren abroad for higher studies were mainly traders or 
money lenders. One of the reasons that traders of the time 
were able to make profits was the opening of the port of 
Karachi. It prospered as a port from 1854 onwards, becom-
ing a centre of cotton and wheat export. Its prominence 
grew because of its proximity to the Suez Canal, which 
opened in 1869, considerably shortening the maritime dis-
tance to England. The growing rail network speeded this 
process.
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