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JOB

e Amazon Easy store
e Mitr Digi Portal (AEPS, , DMT, ATM, RECHARGE, BILL PAYMENTS etc.

e Online Bima for all major Bima Companies
e Online E-Store for E-Commerce
o Mutual fund, Tax filling, NPS, Share, Demat / online Trading

e Othere services
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2000+GST

Franchise / Mitr Sewak

for working on following services on commission basis:-

Income opportunity of

Rs. 40,000-60,000 with
les investment

T, FETR, T 3R 98 &

@ Mitr Sewa Py Ltd.

: Manoj Kumar

Vikas Sabke Dwaar

Immediately contact

: Area Manager, Mitr Sewa Foundations
: 9151005283, 9006469840
: manoj.kumar@mitrsewa.in
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The Santal Insurrection of 1855-1856
A Saga of Struggle and Violence for Self-Rule

Dr.Dinesh Narayan Verma, Historian

(jharkhand  dekho/desk)Historically  the
Santal Insurrection of 1855-1856 was a saga
of great sacrifices and armed struggles of the
tribals, dalits and backwards of the region for
self-rule. The insurrection, therefore ,marked
a turning phase in the history of the Santal
Parganas constituted after its suppression by
the act of XXXVII, Decemeber 1855.Before
the great assemblage of ten thousand Santals
of more than four hundred villages on 30
June 1855 at Bhaganadih in Barhait block of
Sahibganj district, many petitions were sent
by the Santals to local and higher officials of
the East India Company Government to re-
dress their grievances against moneylenders,
landlords, police and staffs of judiciary and
revenue department. But no attention was
paid to any of the petitions submitted by the
Santals then they decided on “a corporate
march of all Santals to Calcutta, the capital,
with the intention of appealing in person to
the Governor —Governor of India.” ( Stephen
Fuchs 1965:50-51) According to Stephen
Fuchs, “ First they sent cups filled with oil and
vermillion, or branches of the Sal tree, from
village to village, to placate the spirits and to
call the Santals together for this march. About
30,000 Santals together with their wives and
children, obeyed the summons and assem-
bled at Bhaganadihi in June 1855 to march
under the leadership of Sido and Kanhu in a
body to Calcutta and to place their petition
of grievances before the Governor-General in
person.”(Stephen Fuchs1965:51) It was “the
last of legal actions before armed struggle be-
gan. Once the avenues for legal protest and
dialogue with the colonial authorities sev-
ered, the Santals proclaimed that the land
was theirs and that British rule had come to an
end.”(Susana B.C.Devalle 1992.Discourses of
Ethnicity, Sage Publications ,New Delhi,p-123)
As the march to Calcutta was longer and not
easy, their provisions soon exhausted that
forced them to “ plunder some markets.”
This gave an opportunity to mahajans who
instigated Daroga of Dighee Thana(Borio
Bazar) for police action. The Daroga rashly in-
terrupted Sido and Kanhu,the leaders of the
insurrection and others at Panchkathia near
Barhait and tried to arrest the four broth-
ers (Sido,Kanhu,Chand and Bhairab) and
others “on a false charge of dacoity”(The
Calcutta Review,1856:245-246).The ac-
tion of the Daroga created very critical and
tense situation ,and he “ordered them to be
tied, but on the contrary the Manghees tied
him,Seedoo with his own hand dispatched
him with a sword ,and Kanoo slew Manik
Chowdri one of the foremost of the mood-
ees (shop-keepers) present. Their followers
attacked some burkundazes and other moo-
dees, nine men in all were killed ,and the rest
of the Darogah’s party fled precipitately.” (The
Calcutta Review,1856:246) This happened
on 7th July 1855, this was the first open vio-
lence against the foreign rule and according
to colonial author WW. Hunter(1975:240),
“ From this day—the 7th of July---the rebel-
lion dates.” But an impartial interpretation of
the events historically display that the rebel-
lion actually dated from 30th June 1855 when
the Santals had assembled at Bhaganadih and
unanimously decided to march to Calcutta
with their wives and children. It was a great
historical march, first of its kind in regional
history of the region, as “The bodyguard
of the leaders alone amounted to 30,000
men.”(Hunter1975:238) Hunter observed, “
Indeed ,the movement could not be distin-
guished at first from one of their great na-
tional processions, headed by the customary
drums and fifes. Want drove them to plunder
, and the precipitate outrage upon the inspec-
tor of police changed the whole character of
the expedition.”(1975:240) But the colonial
author denounced the changing and his colo-
nial perception displayed in his observation, “
The offensive but only half tamed highlander
had tasted blood, and in a moment his old
savage nature returned.”(Hunter1975:240)
No, it was not old savage nature of the tribe
instead remembrance of “ the golden era of
their history ,namely, the time when they
lived in Champa, in absolute independence
and had no rent or tribute to pay, but only to
bring a small annual offering to their leaders

in virtue of their office” (McPherson1909:38)
McPhersonrightly pointed out that “Ordinarily
Sonthals are quite and contented, but when

any grievance rankles in their minds, the
spirit of unrest arises and their leaders or
self interested agitators appeal to the an-
cient traditions of the race and the hope of
independence.”(1909:38) It inspired them, so
they came together and successfully sought
and got active support from local people.
Noted Missionary L.O. Skrefsrud noted
that “ The movement so originated drew
to it all those whose patriotism was stimu-
lated by the recollection of their suffer-
ing at the hands of usurers and the police;
but the fundamental idea at work and that
which was stimulated to be put in practice
was the establishment of a Sonthal realm
and kingdom.”(McPherson1909:38) Devalle
rightly pointed out that “The yearning for
an independent kingdom was reinforced by
the belief, which antedated the movement
,that a powerful independent Santal kingdom
had existed in the past.”( Devalle1992:124)
Eventually it created strong armed challenge
of tribals ,dalits and backwards to the for-
eign rule and it was marked by “scenes of
inhuman cruelty.”(Stephen Fuchs 1965:51)
McPherson informs that the Santals “ pro-
claimed war against mahajans, zamindars
and all rich Bengalis.”(1909:37) According
to Stephen Fuchs, “ The most brutal outrag-
es were committed on the Bengalis whom
the Santals regarded as their main enemies.
But they also murdered police officers and
even innocent people ,whom they met on
the way. Santals who refused to join the re-
bels were also killed.” Within about a month,
i.e. July 1855, the many villages burned,
“under the excuse that they were full of
booty,”(Devalle1992:124) ,property looted,
people killed, and a large part of the country
devastated. Devalle informs that “The con-
sistent pattern in the choice of targets for in-
surgent violence indicates the existence both
of consensus among the participants regard-
ing who their enemy was and a precise organ-
ization. The most frequent targets were the
moneylenders and the merchants. Starting
in 1854 With Bir Singh’s actions ,the insur-
gents pillaged the houses of the rich. When
the struggle became openly anti-colonial,
Government representatives ,the police, the
railways’ high employees and the army, were
added to the list. Several Europeans were
killed, Bengalis were threatened, houses in
some villages were looted and burnt,markets
pillaged,and zamindars,local rajas and cen-
tres of trade in indigo attacked.In July 1855
the Santals made their goal of self-rule
explicit.”(Devalle1992:123-124) F.B.Bradley-
Birt(1905) mentioned gruesome gradual kill-
ing of the zamindar of Narayanpur, against
whom “the Santals had many old scores..”(The
Story of An Indian Upland,Smith,Elder &
Co.15 Waterloo Place,London,p-198;see
also L.S.S.0’Malley,1938.Bihar District
Gazetteerws:Santal Parganas,Superintenden
t,Government Printing,Bihar,Patna,pp58-59)
After these violence ,the Company
Government and its civil and military offi-
cials realized the seriousness of the insurrec-

tion and by the end of July 1855, all available
troops were mobilized and sent against the
Santal rebels.

Undoubtedly the Government forces had su-
perior arms, ammunitions and strategy but
the Santals fought with exemplary courage
and bravery with “their primitive weapons
against the rifles” of Company’s soldiers. They
killed “the Santals in great numbers and also
resorted to the burning of the Santal villages
and destruction of all grain stores with the
intention of staving the rebels into submis-
sion. Even then many of them retreated to
into the jungles where more fell prey to hun-
ger and exposure.”(Stephen Fuchs1965:52)
According to official version of Colonial ad-
ministration, Mr.Pontet, the superintendent
of Damin-i-koh attempted to use his influ-
ence with the Santals of Damin, but found
his efforts in vain and reported in July 1855
for military aid for his safety. The Hill Rangers
stationed at Bhagalpur advanced to Colgong
(Kahalgaon) but on 16th July 1855 they were
defeated by the Santals at Pyalapur (near
Pirpainti in Bhagapur) with the loss of their
sergeant-major and 25 men. According to
McPherson, “ The rebels then got out of
hand and committed numerous acts of
atrocity, butchering many of the mahajans
who had hold them for so many years in a
state of bondage.”(1909:37)The Company’s
troops also burnt and destroyed many
Santal villages and destroyed “all the crops
accessible.”(E.G.Man1983.Sonthalia and the
Sonthals, Mittal Publications,Delhi,p117,first
publishedin 1867,Geo Wyman & Co.,London)
Man rightly noted that “The causes that gave
rise to the rebellion ,with the prior inactiv-
ity to give the Sonthals redress, and the
stringent measures afterwards taken, form
a dark blot on the pages of British History
in India.”(1983:117) McPherson gave an of-
ficial account of suppression of the insur-
rection: “..the Hill Rangers were speedily
reinforced by European troops and native in-
fantry and by the end of August (1855) they
had cleared the country on the Bhagalpur
side of Santhal insurgents, inflicting a seri-
ous defeat upon them at Sangrampur. East of
the hills Rajmahal was saved by the exertions
of MrVigors,Railway Engineer ,who fortified
his residence there .On the Murshidabad
side Mr.Toogood, Magistrate of the district,
brought up troops from Berhampur on the
24th of July(1855).Further operations against
the rebels were postponed on account of
the rains. There were still about 30,000 of
them under arms, and they began to display
renewed activity, especially on the Birbhum
side. Martial law ,at first refused by the
Government of India, was proclaimed on
10th November, over Bhagalpur right of the
Ganges, Murshidabad right of the Bhagirathi
and the whole Birbhum district. The disturbed
country was then swept by some 8,000 troops
under command of major-General Lloyd and
Brigadier-General Bird and by the last day of
the year the rebellion was officially declared
to be at an end. Martial law was suspended
on the 3rd of January 1856.”(McPherson
1909:37) Devalle concluded, “ The escala-
tion of repression finally forced up to 30,000
Santals to take refuge in the jungles. Local za-
mindars, ghatwals and the police added the
counter —insurgency forces, which were also
helped by funds provided by the indigo plant-
ers. The collaboration of planters and zamind-
ars in the repression was, ironically ,in the last
instance funded by the income from the peas-
ants’ own work....More than 10,000 Santals
died in this unequal war.”(p-124) Most of the
ringleaders were ultimately captured, summar-
ily tried and hanged. It is to be noted that the
Newspapers published from Calcutta,Samvad
Prabhakar,Samachar Sudhadarshan, Hindoo
Patriot,Friend of India,Bengal Hurkaru etc. in
its various contemporary issues also reported
in detail the struggles and violence during the
Santal Insurrection of 1855-1856. The Bengal
Hurkaru in its issue dated 16 October 1855 re-
ported “having burned down 80 Sonthal vil-
lages..” Thus the insurrection was marked by
struggles and violence for self-rule and the
militant Santals continued their efforts for self-
rule even after brutal suppression of the insur-
rection

(The author is a retd. prof of SKM Uni. Dumka and an specialist of Regional History of Santal Parganas.Add.Shiv
Mandir,Chandmari Road,(Uttarpalli),Rampurhat-731224 District Birbhum,West Bengal)
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