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A Sikh wedding—like all wedding
ceremonies—is dedicated to love and
commitment. Please join one Calgary couple
as they celebrate tradition and family.
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Yo u ’ r e I n v i t e d
A summer wedding in the Sikh community provides a feast for the
guests and a feast for the senses. In short, it’s a great day and a great party.
n the words of Gurcharan Nijjer, Saturday, July 25 was “a baking hot day.” It’s the sort of
assessment, delivered in a slightly strained voice, of someone who spent that scorcher, not in
a T-shirt and shorts, but in a formal outfit. It’s the recollection of a man who had many official duties, including greeting relatives and posing for photos in the hot sun. It is, in short,
the memory of a groom whose summer wedding happened on a 30 C day.
In Nijjer’s case, his kurta pyjama may have been slightly more comfortable than a clammy suit,
but his experience proves that a groom is a groom, regardless of one’s faith. And that means that hot,
sticky day was one of the happiest of his 28 years.
There is much that is different in the Sikh wedding ceremony, but at its heart it is no different
from the wedding traditions of other religions. It’s a public declaration of love, a gathering of farflung relatives (with maybe an embarrassing uncle thrown into the mix) and an affirmation of faith.
As such, it features the sort of antiquated, evocative poetry found in ancient religions. Something
like, “By great good fortune, I have found the humble Saints, and I speak the Unspoken Speech of
the Lord,” serves as a nice example. It comes from one of the four sacred hymns of the Sikh wedding
ceremony, the Anand Karaj, which translates as “blissful event,” and serves as a reminder that, at its
heart, a wedding is a celebration.
In the case of the wedding pictured here, it was a celebration of the love between Nijjer and Jeet
Dhaliwal, 27. The couple first laid eyes on each other in August, 2007 after people—a co-worker of
Nijjer’s father, a former co-worker of his mother—suggested the two should meet. (It later turned
out that Nijjer’s sister is friends with a woman who knew Dhaliwal as a kid.)
Call it fate, call it a mystery, but that night at Let’s Bowl—they each brought along some friends,
Dhaliwal also brought her sister—was the first of what became many meetings between the two.
“We began meeting at Higher Ground for coffee a lot,” Nijjer recalls. He even dragged Dhaliwal to
the odd hockey and football game.
She proved to be a good sport then, and again fairly early on in the relationship when Nijjer
explained to her that he’d always planned to live with his parents after he got married. “I asked her
if that was something she could imagine being part of her life,” he says.
His decision to live with his parents has cultural roots—as the eldest child and only son, he feels
a duty. “We don’t butt heads much, and I want to be there to support them as they age,” Nijjer says.
He adds that his parents have worked hard—his father is a locomotive mechanic for CP Rail, his
mother is an office worker at Corporate Direct—to raise him and his younger sister Harjeet.
That Calgary upbringing—the Nijjers moved from London, England when Gurcharan was
7—nevertheless instilled traditional values. These were echoed in his bride’s Calgary childhood (the
Dhaliwals moved from India when Jeet was 5), so it’s no surprise that the wedding was a traditional
affair. That meant an official engagement party on the Wednesday before the wedding, at which Nijjer’s female relatives draped Dhaliwal in a red scarf and gave her a nice sari. This party also served
as Dhaliwal’s sangeet—a gathering that features singing and dancing. A sangeet was held for Nijjer
the following day. On the day before the wedding, the bride and groom followed custom and stayed
in their respective homes to relax.
Nijjer needed the rest; he was up at 5:30 a.m. on his wedding day. He says he felt relaxed—“I put
on a red turban instead of a black one, but when I was getting ready I stuck to my normal routine.”
As the photographs on these pages attest, it was a beautiful day. But it was a long one, too. It ended
with a reception for about 475 guests at the Thorncliffe Greenview Community Association. Here,
too, tradition was followed, but it wasn’t necessarily ancient Sikh customs that coloured the wedding
day’s final event. Instead, in keeping with more recent practices, Nijjer’s friends gave him “a bit of a
grilling” in their toast to the groom. —Bruce Weir
twenty-five

Bride

The Bride Wore Mehndi:
Intricate henna tattoos are
drawn on the hands and feet purely
as a decoration. The paste is applied
with a disposable cone and reacts
with the keratin in the skin
to create markings that
gradually fade.

Groom

The Groom Wore
Turmeric: a paste of the
yellow spice is rubbed
on Nijjer the day before
his wedding. The ritual,
known as maya, is a
cleansing rite, but it’s also
playful—some cousins
rubbed it deep into
his beard or stuck it
in his ears.
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My F r i e n d ’ s b ig fat s i K H w e d d i n g
When you’re asked to stand up for your pal it’s an honour. When you find out what’s actually
involved there can be some misgivings. by Bruce Weir
as on many others, we found it wise to hide behind an
uncle who knew what he was doing.
Earlier that morning—around 7:30 a.m.—Uncle
Rajinder Puri, who had flown in from Florida for the
wedding, tied our turbans. First, he showed us what the
Sikh’s call “the doorknob trick,” tying one end of the
turban cloth to a doorknob so that a single person can
fold it along its length in preparation for wrapping it
around his head. In this case, although we could have
held one end of the cloth, Uncle Rajinder preferred
to stick to his routine as much as possible. It’s a bit like
when your dad had to tie your tie for you.
The turban felt surprisingly good. As one who
generally likes to be left alone, I appreciated how it
muffled sound slightly. It was a kind of benign helmet.
And that’s why I had mixed feelings about taking it off
in advance of the reception, which was a suit-and-tie
affair. On the one hand, it was good to scratch the itch
that had developed, but on the other I knew I would
probably never wear a turban again. That’s why I was
happy to discover over the course of the various toasts
that because it had been tied so snugly and I’d worn it
for 10 hours, it felt like I still had it on. This phantom
turban was a nice reminder of the day, but when the
band struck up, I sat out the dancing.
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n true western fashion, it was the prospect of
dancing in public that terrified us. As non-Sikh
groomsmen at our Sikh friend’s Edmonton wedding we were a little uncertain of our duties. We knew
we would be wearing the kurta pyjama and turbans,
but other than that things were vague. The groom,
Gurvinder Bhatia, whom I’d met in high school,
wasn’t much help. “Just do what I do,” he told the four
of us, “and don’t point your feet at the holy book.”
The thing about Gurv is that he has an amazing
laugh—it rolls and burbles and sometimes it seems as
if he is having a hard time breathing. I mention this
only because we heard that laugh a lot in the three
days of our official duties. It erupted when he told us
that we would have to dance the bhangra in the parking lot of the gurdwara after the wedding ceremony.
He punctuated this news with what sounded like (he
was almost in hysterics), “I could not have picked four
guys with less rhythm.”
Cousin Sanjay gave us a quick lesson as we put
our shoes back on after the ceremony. The bhangra,
he said, comes down to “changing the light bulb” and
“opening the door.” Thus instructed, we went out and
danced as best we could, twisting one hand above our
heads and the other at waist height. On this occasion,

G u r dwa r a

Some of the 800 guests enjoy a meal
at the gurdwara (the temple) before the
ceremony. The groom mingles with the guests,
while the bride waits in a room upstairs
where she receives visitors, some of
whom bring her food.

Choora

The significance of the ring is obvious,
but the choora (bangles) are important, too. They were given to Dhaliwal
by her male relatives. She wears them
for 40 days following her wedding.

L a ava

After each of the four sacred
hymns, the bride and groom
walk around the Sri Guru Granth
Sahib, the book of scripture that is
regarded as a living guru. The four
rounds are known as the laava;
the hymns offer the couple
spiritual guidance for
married life.

sagaan

After the ceremony, guests
greet the newlyweds and give
them small cash gifts. This
is known as the sagaan and
gives the newlyweds a chance
to visit with friends and
relatives.

