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The Santal Hul of 1855-1856 and the Use of Poisoned Arrows

Dr.Dinesh Narayan
Verma,Historian

Jharkhand Dekho
Desk:  Everything/all
is fair in love and war
It is commonly called
maxim that “every-
thing/all is fair in love
and war.” But there are
instances when peo-
ple honestly remained
fair in war against their
most powerful army,
its officers and sol-
diers who were armed
with modern and so-
phisticated weapons
while they had only
had their traditional
weapons of axes, bows
and arrows etc. It may
be a fairy tale now-a-
days to the most of
the people but histori-
cally it is an authentic
aspect that took place
during the course of
the Santal Hul of 1855-
1856.Before discussing
in detail of the little
known said historical
aspect of the Hul, it is
expedient to know the
origin, meaning and its
subsequent effects of
the common maxim
known to and preva-
lent among one and all
Origin and Meaning of
the Idiom

The idiom is
generally used to de-
scribe a situation in
which people do not
follow the usual rules
of behavior and in-
tentionally do things
that are normally con-
sidered unfair. The
idiom was first used
in 1579 in “Eupheus:
The Anatomy of Wit”,
a text written by John
Lyly (1553/1554--
1606) although it was
worded slightly differ-
ent yet had the same
meaning. It is the earli-
est known origin of the
idiom. So historically
the idiom originated in
the said novel by Lyly
and when it came out,
it gradually became
more popular. The
poet wrote the idiom
that ‘the rules of fair
play do not apply in
love and war.”In course
of time ,the idiom
evolved and became
known as “All is fair
in love and warLily
was an English writer,
dramatist, courtier and
parliamentarian. He
is also known for his
amazing plays.
The exact wording of
“All is fair in love and
war “ first found in the
novel “Frank Fairleigh”,
about the life of a
schoolboy ,authored
by an English author
Frank Edward Smedley
in 1850.The exact word
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appeared in its original
format and retained
its meaning in mod-
ern language .It means
people in love and sol-
diers in wartime are
not bound by any rules
of fair play. It meant
that we can go to any
extent to accomplish
our mission and take
what we desire with-
out thinking for a sec-
ond its result and the
impounding impact on
others. It means what-
ever we do is worth
in order to win, either
our love or our bat-
tle. Then it also means
that there no rules,
no codes, no morals
because it is all fair in
love and war.

But everything is not
fair in love and war
because we can  not
appreciate people do-
ing various kinds of
shits in love and killing
of innocent people in
war. Admittedly, every-
thing is not fair in love
and war. Moreover, we
must realize that the
maxim was written in
sixteenth century that
provoked hate , fa-
voured discrimination
and justified getting
goals by any means
,fair or foul. After five
hundred years ,in
twenty first century
,we must follow and
abide by rules, codes,
morals and ethics
to show that we are
mentally fit, healthy
and careful. The great
and militant Santals
disdained use of poi-
soned arrows against
their avowed enemies
during the Hul of
1855-1856 and proved
that all is not fair in
love and war. The co-
lonial authors, who
had condemned the
Santals as barbarous,
savage and wild, highly
appreciated them and
their fighting without
poisoned arrows in the
Hul of 1855-1856.(Ma

n1867,Hunter1868,0’
Malley1910)
Inspiration
Motivation

| read a very good ar-
ticle titled “The Santal
Uprising and the Use of
Weapons” by a global-
ly acknowleged Social
Scientist Professor
Dr.Mohan Kant
Gautam of Leiden,the
Netherlands.
(Year Book
1970,Ethnographic
Museum,University
of Oslo) wherein the
scholar author has giv-
en a detailed account
of weapons in use
among the Santals and
their performing sig-
nificance on multiple
occasions of socio—
religious ceremonies.
The noted scholar also
focused on the various
aspects of the Santal
Hul of 1855-1856 with
its background ,origin
etc. The marvelous
writing and wonderful
presentation of the
historical aspects by
the great historian not
only highly inspired
me but also motivated
me to swill much more
and times and again
the historical and au-
thentic documents of
the Santal Hul of 1855-
1856 for better under-
standing of the great
historical event. The
article is full of notes
and rich in referenc-
es that added to my
knowledge of bibliog-
raphy. The present dis-
cussion, therefore, is
an outcome of the said
reading that | heartily
acknowledge wherein
an important aspect of
the Hul is discussed in
historical perspective
and concluded after
discussion that poi-
soned arrows were not
used by the Santals
against the army, its
officers and soldiers of
the Company.

Tribal Communities
and Perceptions of

and
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Colonial Authors

In most of their
writings, the colonial
writers denounced
the tribal people and
called them savage
,unlettered and wild.
The Calcutta Review
of 1856 described the
Santals as semi-savage,
wild inhabitants, wild
and savage ,barbarous
etc. who had defied
the authority of East
India Company during
the Hul of 1855-1856.
(The Calcutta Review
,1856,;the Calcutta
Review 1860) William
Wilson Hunter(1868)
and F.B.Bradley-
Birt(1905) the co-
lonial authors also
called them wild and
uncivilized but appre-
ciated not only their
honesty and labour
but also the indomita-
ble spirit, courage and
chivalry of the Santals.
During the
1855-1856 they fought
with the Company’s
armies with their tra-
ditional
“bows,arrows and bal-
was” (bhala:spear) etc.
(Bradley-Birt11905) As
they were expert in
clearance of forests,
they had the knowl-
edge of various kinds
of vegetable poisons
found in abounding in
forests and frequently
used by them in hunt-
ing and shooting. But
they avoided the use
of vegetable poisons

during the course of

the Hul and fought
with bows and arrows
without use of poisons
against the army ,its
officers and soldiers
of the Company. After
personal investigation
of the wounded sol-
diers, it is duly certi-
fied by Edward Garnet
Man who discussed
this great human qual-
ity of the Santals in his
book “Sonthalia and
the Sonthals”  pub-
lished in 1867,twelve

Hul of

weapons of

L of
200

years after the Hul.
Poisoned Arrows Not
Used by Belligerent
Santals

E.G.Man had worked
as an Assistant
Commissioner of
the District of Santal
Parganas and in his
book he noted a good
analytical description
of the Santal Hul of
1855-1856.As an au-
thor, Man was the first
author who represent-
ed colonial perception
of the Hul and called it
rebellion. Man pointed
out the primary causes
of the Hul and noted
that “The causes that
gave rise to this rebel-
lion ,with the prior
inactivity to give the
Sonthals redress, and
the stringent measures
afterwards taken ,form
a dark blot on the pag-
es of British History
in India.” (Man1867)
Many of his remarks
have no authentic his-
torical evidence , but
he discussed crying
evil Kamoitee System
and its long term ef-
fects .He was the first
colonial author to dis-
cuss the bright side of
the Santals as a tribe
and pointed out that
“There was a rude kind
of chivalry shown by
the tribes in this war
which deserves to be
recorded .Although, as
a race, they are won-
derfully well imbued
with a knowledge of
all kinds of vegetable
poisons with which
their jungles abound,
and although for hunt-
ing and shooting they
,dip their arrow heads
into a compound so
poisonous that a full-
grown tiger ,even if
scratched with the
prepared barb, surely
dies in half an hour;
yet despite all this,
they disdained and
neglected to take such
an advantage when at
war with our troops, |

Dr. Verma is better known for his research based studies on the
Santal Hul of 1855-1856 as he has written not only many books
on different approaches to but also dozens of research articles
on the Hul. Even after his retirement , he is active in the field of
research especially on the Santal Hul of 1855-1856 and Tribal
History and Culture. In his studies on the Hul, Dr, Verma has
described the Hul ,not insurrection/rebellion/uprising but on
the basis authentic and historical archival documents as The Hul
for Self Rule i.e. the First People’s Movement(tribals,backwards
and dalits) for self rule in the nineteenth century India. Dr.
Verma is active as “ Itihas Sankalan Samiti Bihar-Janjatiy Itihas
Lekhan Prakoshth Pramukh and presented research papers in
seminars sponsored by ICHR and UGC etc. In present article
historian Verma made it apparent that the poisoned arrows were
not used by the Santals against the army
diers of the Company that displayed the Santals’ love for human
qualities and values. Editor -Dr. Sikander Kumar

have never been able
to find an instance of
a case in which any
of our men or offic-
ers were wounded by
poisoned arrows, al-
though many received
arrows wounds .While
in  converse  with
Sonthals ,| have often
thought of asking them
the question, why they
omitted to use the ar-
rows poisoned, but
have abstained as |
feared to suggest a
practice which they
might try upon the
questioner ,should
he be ever offended
them.”(Man1867).
Thus by his personal
investigation of the
wounded soldiers
and officers of the
Company’s army, the
colonial author Man
emphatically made it
apparent that the mili-
tant Santals did not
use poisoned arrows
against soldiers and of-
ficers of the Company’s
army. The investigating
reporting of Man was
endorsed by another
great colonial author
William Wilson Hunter
who clearly stated in
his book “The Annals
of Rural Bengal”, pub-
lished one year later
publication of Man’s
book, that "it is not
true that they used
poisoned arrows”
and pointed out that
“They were the most
truthful set of men,
| ever met ;brave to
tuation”(Hunter1868).
It is to be noted that
in his Report(1909)
H.McPherson did not
mention use of poi-
soned arrows by the
Santals in their war
against foreign regime.
And famous Gazetteer
Author L.S.S,0’Malley
praised the chivalry
and human qualities
of the Santals and
pointed out that “.
the Santals showed
a certain chivalry in

the struggle against
the troops. Although
it was their custom
to use poisoned ar-
rows in shooting and
hunting, they did not
use them against the
soldiers.”(0O’Malley
1910)

Perhaps
C.E.Buckland  (1901)
was the first colonial
author who noted the
use of poisoned ar-
rows by the Santals
against the Soldiers
of the Company and
stated that “The in-
surgents were armed
with bows and poi-
soned arrows ,axes,
swords and a few guns
only.”(Buckland 1901)
Thus he overlooked
the investigating re-
port of Man(1867) and
apparent statement of
Hunter (1868) wherein
they had denied the
use of poisoned arrows
by the Santals against
the soldiers. Sashi
Bhusan Chaudhuri,
perhaps was the first
Indian scholar who
approved the use of
poisoned arrows by
the Santals and point-
ed out that “30,000
of them armed with
axes and poisoned
arrows swarmed up
in every direction
..”(Chaudhuril955).
Bhusan was endorsed
by famous Gazetteer
author P.C.Roy
Chaudhury who also
noted that “The insur-
gents were armed with
bows and poisoned ar-
rows ,axes, swords and
a few guns only.”(Roy
Chaudhury19622).
Thus Roy Chaudhury
just repeated the
words of Buckland
(1901) and over-
looked investigat-
ing report and state-
ment of Man(1867)
and Hunter(1868)
respectively as it was
done by Sashi Bhusan
Chaudhuri(1955)also.
Conclusion

,its officers and sol-

Moreover, Robert
Carstairs (1912) who
had worked as Deputy
Commissioner of
the Santal Parganas
1885-1898 gave a
detailed account of
the Santal Parganas
in his “Little World
of An Indian District
Officer”(Macmillan
,1912)  but did not
mention the use of
poisoned arrows by
the Santals in the
Hul of 1855-1856.
(Carstairs1912)
Another renowned
scholar John Houlton
(1949) also did not
mention the use of
poisoned arrows by
the Santals in his ac-
count of the Santals
and Santal Parganas
in his famous book
“Bihar The  Heart
of India”(Orient
Longmans Ltd,1949).
As there is an authen-
tic historical evidence
i.e.theinvesting report
of E.G.Man and its en-
dorsement by Hunter
and O’Malley and oth-
er renowned scholars
, hot only the views
of Buckland but also
the that of the Sashi
Bhusan Chaudhuri and
P.C.Roy Chaudhury can
not be accepted. The
Commissioner of Nadia
Division  A.C.Bidwell
who was appointed es-
pecial Commissioner
for suppression of the
Hul submitted his in-
vestigating Report(10
Dec.1855) wherein
Bidwell wrote in de-
tail on every aspects
of the Hul but he also
did not mention use
of poisoned arrows by
the Santlaas against
the soldiers and army
officers in his Report.
It may be concluded
that the poisoned ar-
rows were not used by
the Santals in the Hul
of 1855-1856 against
the Army, its officers
and soldiers of the
Company.
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