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ISLAND HERITAGE

Trinidad Pundit Power
Keepers of a different kind of canon law maintain the faith for
multitudes of Hindus
Anil Mahabir, Trinidad

My ambition is to be a good pundit like my great-grandfather,
my grandfather and my father," 19-year-old Umesh Persad told
me. "I want to attain liberation and Self-Realization. I want to
communicate with God. I want to be confident and assist my
Hindu community whenever I can. These are different times.
The world is now a global village, and there is a need for the
pundits to keep abreast with what is happening." Umesh
received a national scholarship from the Government of
Trinidad after excelling in the Advanced Level Cambridge
exams--straight A's in math, physics and chemistry--and is now
an engineering student at the University of the West Indies.
Like the other 250 pundits in Trinidad, of which he is the
youngest, he will pursue his religious duties of teaching,
counseling and worship in addition to following a secular
profession. If Umesh is a barometer, then the pundit
community which has guided Trinidad for 150 years is well
prepared to enter the 21st century.
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Upon the abolition of slavery in Trinidad in 1838, the freed
African slaves left the sugar cane estates for higher paying
jobs in the towns. Workers were then brought from India. The
very first group of 197 Hindus arrived in Trinidad on May 30,
1845, on the ship Fatal Razack after a months-long,
oppressively crowded and hazardous journey from India
around Cape Horn, Africa. Ten brahmin pundits were among
them, according to Sat Maharaj, president of the Sanatan
Dharma Maha Sabha, Trinidad's largest pundit organization.
Ultimately 143,000 persons, about 60 percent men, came
under the indentured servitude scheme. They originated
mostly in the Uttar Pradesh and Bihar regions of North India,
with some from Calcutta and Chennai.

About 10 percent were brahmins, even though, according to
Dr. Kusha Harracksingh of the University of the West Indies,
"Recruitment in India was designed to bypass brahmins. The
stated opinion of the British colonial masters was that
brahmins were not suited for hard work." More practically, the
policy kept the educated brahmins from providing a focus for
dissent, as well as denied spiritual guidance to the Hindus.

Secretly, brahmins did join the five-year schemes of labor by
concealing their caste identity to the recruiters. For example,
those with the brahmin caste name Agnihotri changed it to the
lower caste name Maharaj, which remains today a common
name in Trinidad. Some came because other emigrants
pleaded with them to provide religious guidance in their new
home. Life was very hard in India at the time--a famine lasting
fifty years was in progress. The First Indian Revolution, also
called the Sepoy Mutiny, occurred in 1857 and brought
repressive measures from the British--especially in the areas of
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India most emigrants came from. It is not surprising then that
a group of young, single brahmin men would seek better
circumstances elsewhere.

Initially, all came under a five-year program and intended to
return to India. When the term expired, few did because the
conditions which had caused them to leave India in the first
place had not changed and because the Trinidad colonial
rulers provided those who stayed with land to develop.

Initially the brahmins kept their identities concealed, lived in
poverty like the rest of the immigrants and worked very hard
in the fields. It was only around 1870, after a significant
number of Hindus had settled permanently on the island,
villages formed and conditions improved, that they took up
their religious training duties. Technically speaking, these
brahmins had incurred demerit, even loss of caste, by crossing
the ocean, but practically speaking, the Hindu community
desperately needed their services and was disinclined to
quibble. When they came forward to lead, they were accepted.

At the outset, the pundits were engaged in traditional ritual
worship. But that evolved out of necessity into a more
comprehensive role. Sat Maharaj explains that today, "The
pundits are doing much more than puja. We in the Maha Sabha
have been holding seminars on topical issues such as cloning
and suicide and virtually everything under the sun--the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata, ethics and values, the young
Hindu and the modern world, fashion, drugs, etc." Umesh's
father, Pundit Hardeo Persad, says he gives a Sunday morning
service, with lecture and discussion. "I also provide counseling
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to those who have problems." This pattern is close to that of
the Christian minister, whose responsibilities extend to all
aspects of follower's lives, not just religious practice. Such a
ministerial system commonly arises in the religious life of
immigrant communities of all faiths. Pundit Ramesh Tewarie,
the influential head of Edinburgh Hindu Temple, said, "We
counsel the youth and those suffering from drug abuse,
domestic violence and other family matters."

All of Trinidad's traditional pundits practice on a part-time
basis. "One can live off religious work in India," said Hardeo
Persad, "but in Trinidad it is different. If I did not have a formal
nonreligious job--I am a school teacher--my son Umesh would
not have been well educated." Pundit Tewarie works, too, as
the Commercial Officer for the Canadian High Commission.

The community's biggest problem, said Persad, "is that
American life is glamorized and made to look superior, while
the lifestyle of Hindus is made to look backward and inferior.
But many youngsters come to the temple. In time, they always
come back. They seem to want to enjoy the best of both
worlds--the wild liberty of the Western world, and when the
energy runs out, they seek spirituality and Self Realization."
Tewarie observes, "The vast portion of those at the temple are
young people. It is amazing how they stick to Hinduism. The
evangelical brigade which has attempted to slaughter
Hinduism has had a reversal effect."

There is one common complaint. Ashram B. Maharaj shares it:
"Pundits who come directly from India now come only on a
temporary basis to expound their own school of thought. They
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often create division by criticizing the practices of the local
pundits. They come here temporarily and leave after they
have satisfied themselves. But the local pundit community is
what keeps the religions alive, not those from India." Tewarie
similarly complained about these "intermittent visitors from
India who have a tendency to create disharmony among
Hindus by evolving pockets of followers."

A significant change has occurred with the 1995 election of the
first Hindu Prime Minister, the Honorable Basdeo Panday. "It
has caused a kind of reawakening of Hindus because the PM
publically practices his faith without fear and shame," states
Tewarie. "Also, laws are now coming to protect Hinduism and
give it an equal place with other faiths."

In one sense, the Hindus in Trinidad are ahead of those in
other Western countries, for the brahmin community already
has evolved into a group serving a broader function than
scholarship and ritual worship, and hence is prepared to meet
the challenges of the 21st century. In America, most priests
have no training beyond ritual worship, and cannot, for
example, address the urgent concerns of the youths attending
their temples, nor even explain the meaning of the rituals to
them in English.

Pundit Umesh Persad is hopefully a sign of this reawakening,
for here is a young Hindu who could pursue many options,
including emigration to America in pursuit of a more lucrative
job. Instead, he has decided to not only continue, but to
remold and adjust his religious obligations to the needs of the
times. And it is good news that many other youth are taking an
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interest in their ancient faith.

TRINIDAD AND TOBAGO CONTACTS: MAHA SABHA
HEADQUARTERS, EASTERN MAIN ROAD, ST. AUGUSTINE. PUNDIT
RAMESH TEWARIE, EDINBURGH DHARMIC SABHA, #18 EDINBURGH
GARDENS, CHAGUANAS.
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