
 

 

Santhal uprising and EIR 
 

Synopsis: Santhal uprising of 1855, which is now termed as first war of Indian independ-

ence, left the profound impact and indelible foot prints in colonial India.  
 
One finds mention of Santhal Insurrection in just one line in EIR history books, where it is 
said,“In the early progress of the work the engineers were much impeded by the Sonthal 
insurrection, and the importation of labourers from Nagpur and other distant parts became 
a necessity.” --The History of the East Indian Railway by George Huddleston 
 
 This article attempts, to map the role of EIR in Santhal uprising and, to trace the part 
played by EIR from beginning to the ruthless suppression of the rebellion. It also under-
lines how quick deployment of troops and ammunition by Railway  during the insurrection, 
the first ever such incidence in annals of British India, helped in achieving military objective 
of introducing Railways in India by East India Company.  
 
It has sadly been relegated into footnote of EIR history as just an event, which produced 
destructive effects upon the works of the East Indian Railway, besides costly delays and 
alterations.  
 
  The  Santhal uprising affected EIR in more than one ways; not only, forced labour & lack 
of payment  by Railway contractors & officials for the food articles purchased, made rail-
ways a primary target of insurgents and immediate cause of revolt, but also ,the Railway 
officials and Railway properties faced the brunt of their ire. Bungalows were burnt and Sa-
hebs were mercilessly killed. Railway officials fought the pitched battles with insurgents 
and Railway bungalows & stations were turned into temporary fortress. EIR was pressed 
into service for quick despatch of troops who could now reach Raneegunge same day 
which would earlier take weeks altogether. Railways proved to be a great force multiplier 
and increased the effective strength of the army by rapid transportation of troops. After the 
suppression of uprising, EIR and other railroads were forced to change their labour hiring 
& handling practices and forced labour was abolished.  
 
   Edwin Arnold, biographer of Dalhousie, had predicted that Railways may do for India, 
what       dynasties have never done for India, what the genius of Akbar the magnificent 
could not effect by government, nor the cruelty of Tipu sahib by violence- may they make 
India a nation.  
 

The governor-general Lord Dalhousie had envisaged the strategic importance and military 
benefits of Railways and he had recorded in famous minutes, that introduction of Railways 
would be of incalculable value as it will connect all existing military stations from Calcutta 
to Sutlej with the arsenal of fort William and Government of India will be able to move men 
& materials within days in case of emergency which presently takes months to move. “Im-
measurable” advantages would accrue to a colonial administration composed of a “com-
parative handful” of British administrators and soldiers scattered over the subcontinent.  
 
Earlier, infantry regiments were moved from one end of India to the other at the rate of ten 
and a half miles a day, with six days’ halt in a month. It took six weeks to travel at this rate 
from Calcutta to Benares. – “Indian Railways as connected with British Empire in the east” 
- By Sir William P. Andrew, C.I.E., 
 
The first train in eastern India started its maiden journey on 15th August 1854, from How-
rah to Hooghly. A fortnight later, the line was extended up to Pundooah and within six 
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months, laying of tracks up to Raneegunge, the experimental line of the first division, was 
completed. Both the sections, Pundooah to Burdwan and Burdwan to Raneegunge, were 
thrown open for coaching and freight services on 3rd february 1855.--The History of the East 
Indian Railway by George Huddleston 
 
Within six months of Rail connectivity to Raneegunge, first ever incidence of Railway in 
fulfilling strategic & military objective was recorded when EIR carried troops and ammuni-
tions during Santhal uprising, which was perhaps the most serious challenge faced by the Eng-
lish East India Company in the first century of its rule. 
 
European news papers of the era had reported that the Sonthal rebellion, an extensive 
and ferocious insurrection, had broken out in the heart of Bengal and the tribes in the 
Rajmahal hills had suddenly descended by tens of thousands into the plains. To them, the 
uprising was quite baffling as Sonthals had appeared quite satisfied with their condition 
and they had received the greatest blessings from the British Government. The rebellion 
would be later called as first war of Indian independence by modern historians. 
 
Allen’s Indian mail, 31 August 1855 edition, had reported:” Suddenly they have appeared 
in arms, in numbers estimated at first at three thousand, but which report has increased to 
ten, fifteen, eighteen, and even eighty thousand. Three companies of the 5th N.I. have 
gone by Railway to Raneegunge ; two will remain to protect the railway terminus, which is 
threatened ; the third will move onwards to Sooree, or Beerbhoom, which is said to have 
been  threatened. The 31st N.I. has been ordered up by water from Barrackpoor.” 
 
The first intelligence of the outbreak came from EIR officials, who were dreadfully alarmed, 
and moved to safer locations, where they fought pitched battles with insurgents. 
 

Arms were issued to Railway engineers as Bengal Government could not provide security 
to EIR in Santhal areas and Railway engineers proved to be first line of resistance during 
the insurrection.: “The government of Bengal not being able to frame such a constabulary 
as can secure the safety of the inhabitants of the Santhal country, they issue arms to the 
Railway engineers. These arms are placed in the hands of peons, whose appearance, 

when so encumbered, is certainly not suggestive of an effective force”.-- The Illustrated London 

News October 18,1856 

 
An Engineer’s peons being drilled- The Illustrated London News October 18,1856 
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The spirited defence by Railway officials was graphically reported in one of despatch:  “The railway 
officials behaved equally well. One defended his bungalow for weeks with as much success as if it 
had been a fortification. Another protected an entire station. A third raised a force of fifty men, 
armed half of them with rifles, and read the savages a lesson, such as they have not yet learned 
from regular troops. Thus then stands the affair. On the Bhaugulpore side the troops are concen-
trating, to strike, if possible, a decisive blow. At Rajmehal nothing new has occurred for some days, 
while in southern Beerbhoom, the commissioner, Mr. Elliott, is rapidly isolating the Sonthals from 
the peaceful districts by a chain of posts. These posts stretch from the extreme North of 
Beerbhoom to a point North of Soory. The railway officers at Ramporehat have been joined by 80 
men of the 56th, while Mr. De Bourbel has further protected them by earthen breastworks.”- — 
Friend of India, August 9. 
East of the hills Rajmahal was saved by exertions of Mr. Vigors, railway Engineer, who for-
tified his residence and repulsed the attack successfully. 
The insurrection was reported by Illustrated London news and one scene of fighting between 
Railway engineers and Santhals was also immortalised in the edition. 

 

The affray between Railway Engineers and Santhals – illustrated London News August 9, 1856 
 

Santhals were not the original inhabitants of the region they now inhabit, the tract of fertile 
land in bosom of Rajmahl hills, called the Damin-i-koh -consisting of a succession of rich 
valleys. Mr. Cleveland , collector of Bhagaulpore had persuaded them to  the discipline of 
civilized life and cultivation. Subsequently   Mr. Pontet, an uncovenanted assistant, was 
appointed to the charge of this district and combined with the exhibition of great justice, 
inducements & benevolence, he succeeded in encouraging 83000 Sonthals to emigrate 
from the south, and join their fellow-countrymen, distributed through nearly 1500 villages in 
the course of thirteen years. The tract was covered with smiting villages and rich cultiva-
tion, and village was connected with village by roads which Mr. Pontet had induced the 
Sonthals themselves to construct.  
 
“Such was the ability and perseverance with which he (Cleveland) furthered its execution, 
that in a few years the desert became a scene of fertility, conducted by the very people 
who had formerly struck the country with terror, and rendered it uninhabitable. The ancient 
ryots of the plains, who had fled from the mountaineers as their murderers, now mingled 
with them in friendship; and, certain parts of the land remaining yet untitled, were distribut-
ed to the invalids of the Company's native troops, who were invited by advantageous 
terms to spend the remainder of their lives in the vale of peace, and the salutary employ-



 

 

ments of husbandry.” -- Oriental memoirs: selected and abridged from a series of familiar 
letters written during seventeen years residence in India by-James Forbes 
 
The unique contribution of Cleveland  would be immortalized in the epitaph inscribed  on a 
stone sent by Board of Directors from London- “To the memory of Augustus Cleveland, 
ESQ”- Late collector of the district of Bhaugulpore and Rajamahal who without bloodshed 
or the terror of authority, employing only the means of conciliation, confidence, and be-
nevolence, attempted and accomplished the entire subjection of the lawless and savage 
inhabitants of the Jungleterry of Rajamahal, who had long infested the neighboring lands 
by their predatory incursion, inspired them with a test for the arts of civilized life, and at-
tached them to the British government by a conquest over their mind; the most permanent, 
as the most rational, mode of dominion. -The Governor and Council of Bengal, in honour 
of his character, and for an example to others, have ordered this monument to be erected. 
He departed this life on the 13th day of January, 1784, aged 29.” 
 
No part of Bengal presented a scene of greater comfort and prosperity, but suddenly, the 
scene was changed. The hills poured their population into the plains, armed with axes, 
and poisoned arrows, and muskets, breathing vengeance upon every European, destroy-
ing the fruits of industry, and marking their progress by the flames of houses and bunga-
lows.  
 
The men who had risen in insurrection against the authority of their benefactors were not 
predatory and lawless tribes, but a race of hardy, bold, industrious, and successful cultiva-
tors. 
 
 Sudden change in their disposition and conduct appeared utterly inexplicable and some of 
the letters which had appeared in the papers, insinuated that the men had been pressed 
into the service of the railway without remuneration, and that their females had been sub-
jected to insult. But the railways indignantly repudiated the charge. It was thought that the 
men are acting under the influence of religious and political fanaticism. They believe, it is 
said, that their god has become incarnate, and that they have a divine commission to ex-
pel the Europeans, and seat him on the throne of India. 

"There seems also to be a sentiment of honour among them; for it is said that they use 
poisoned arrows in hunting, but never against their foes. If this be the case and we hear 
nothing of the poisoned arrows in the recent conflicts, they are infinitely more respectable 
than our civilised enemy, the Russians, who would most likely consider such forbearance 
as foolish, and declare that is not war”.-- Charles Dickens in Household Words 

 
The Scottish historian William Wilson Hunter, I. C. S., in his book” Annals of Rural Ben-
gal” had   later recorded the  bravery of insurgents based on first hand testimony of offic-

ers, who with the  military might of the British Raj, put down the Santhal Rebellion , Major 
Jarvis’ statement spoke of the iniquitousness of the battle: “It was not war; they did not un-
derstand yielding. As long as their national drum beat, the whole party would stand, and 

allow themselves to be shot down. Their arrows often killed our men, and so we had to fire 
on them as long as they stood. When their drum ceased, they would move off a quarter of 
a mile; then their drums beat again, and they calmly stood till we came up and poured a 

few volleys into them. There was not a sepoy in the war who did not feel ashamed of him-
self."-  
  
The first intelligence of the outbreak was received at Bhaugulpore on the 4 th July by the 
magistrate, Mr. Richardson. On the 7th, the Daroga of Dighee was murdered, and from 



 

 

this moment the rebellion spread fast and far. Between five and ten thousand men were 
believed to be in arms in the districts lying between Rajmehal and Aurungabad, which they 
laid waste in every direction.  
  
They were marching from village to village, destroying all houses, murdering all Europe-
ans, Amlahs and police, and plundering all Bengalees. Generally all in the village attacked, 
men and women, young children, and old people were put to the sword, and their bodies 
brutally mangled. The flame gradually spread, till the northern portion of Aurungabad, the 
line of territory between Sikree and Colgong, a considerable portion of Bhaugulpore, and 
the whole of Beerbhoom were swarming with mutineers. 
 
 The insurgents, estimates varying from thirty to fifty thousand, were divided into four or 
five parties under separate leaders. The first overt act of rebellion appears to have been 
the massacre of a Daroga and fifteen of his burkundazes, which developed the ferocity of 
their character, and spread terror through the country.  
 
The Insurgents took over the entire stretch between Rajmahl to Jungypore. The natives, 
men, women, and children, have fled, as their ancestors did in 1755, when the Mahrattas 
came down and laid waste the country between Cuttack and Rajmahl. 
 
The insurgents had in every instance destroyed the railway property, burnt down the bun-
galows, and driven off the staff. The railway officers had taken refuge in Rajmahal and 
were awaiting arrival of troops. Though there was delay in arrival of troops, but hill rangers 
the battalion of hill tribes could not be deployed against their brethren.  
 
“At Rajmahal there was a small knot of Englishmen, surrounded, by 20,000 of the insur-
gents, and determined to defend their lives to the last extremity. This spirit of determination 
appears to have startled the Sonthals, and hence it is inferred that they will not stand the 
fire of regular troops. 
 
A Mr. Mudge had gathered plenty of guns and ammunition and moved to Pakoar to main-
tain the   position till reinforcements arrived. The Europeans and natives bore the brunt of 
hostilities, with killing of two European ladies (Mrs. Thomas and Miss Pell) and eighteen 
police officials.”---Allens Indian mail 31 august 1855 
 
 
Government had no inkling or prior intelligence about the impending insurrection, Friend of 
India, the news paper in its July 19 edition, had reported that, “So perfect and so perma-
nent an image of tranquility did the province of Bengal present, so thoroughly contented 
were the tribes in the hills, who were subject to no fiscal exactions, that when the insurrec-
tion so unexpectedly broke out, there were not 1,200 troops within a distance of eighty 
miles of it, in either direction.” 
 
The Government, meanwhile, thoroughly aroused to the danger, lost no time in concentrat-
ing troops to the relief of the threatened districts. The 7th B. N. I. then at Berhampore and 
the Hill Rangers at Bhaugulpore, were instantly put in motion. A company of the 50th N. I. 
was detached from Barrackpore to Soory,the chief town of the Beerbhoom district, on the 
line to Rajmehal,and two more companies were sent to Raneegunge, the furthest station 
on the rail.  
 
The 40th N. I. with a few guns and arms were ordered to Berhampore, and thence to 
Jungypore, the centre of a planting district. Two guns of Major Sissmore's battery, under 



 

 

Lieut. Ashburner, and a train of mountain guns under Lieut. Dowell were despatched from 
Dum-Dum, and the 3rd Europeans at Chinsurah were kept in readiness to march at the 
shortest notice. After many difficulties, overcome with singular energy, the Lieutenant-
Governor contrived to open a telegraph line to Berhampore, in ten days.  
 
Construction of Railways in Birbhum and Rajmahal generated huge demand of labour, which was 
met by Santhal workforce to a large extent: “EIR  lines skirted the Santal country for two hundred 
miles. High embankments, heavy cuttings, many-arched bridges had created a demand for work-
men such as had never been known in the history of India. Some years later, twenty thousand were 
required in Beerbhoom alone ; and the number along the sections running through or bordering on 
the Santal territories amounted to one hundred thousand men, or more than the whole overflow-
ings of the Santal race during a quarter of a century. Instead of labour going about the northern 
colony in fruitless search of capital, capital in unprecedented quantities roamed through the Santal 
country in quest of labour.” --- Hunter, W.W. The Annals of Rural Bengal. 

 
The introduction of the railway no doubt brought prosperity and condition of Santhal work-
men in Railway was described as “in a few months with their girdles full of coin and women 
covered with silver jewellery." --- Hunter, W.W. The Annals of Rural Bengal. 

But, the sudden change in his life style, lack of freedom and oppression created a sense of 
discontent ,which was fuelled by  violence  of some of the European railway men towards 
Santhali women. This was revealed in a letter of A. C. Bidwell, the Commissioner appoint-
ed for the suppression of the Santhal rebellion, to William Grey, Secretary to the Govern-
ment of Bengal, dated 10th December 1855 and in an article of Capt. W. S. Sherwill, pub-
lished in the Calcutta Review, 1856, Sherwill writes, “there was a solitary case of alleged 
forcible abduction of two Santhal women and even of murder.”-Indian historical 
records commission, proceeding volume xxxv,part2 

 
 Bidwell, on the other hand, states unequivocally that “one of the Railway Sahibs carried 
off two Santhal women, wounded a Santhal man and killed another. For these reasons the 
Santhals were dissatisfied and pondering what to be done, when a god descended in the 
form of a cart-wheel and advised them to kill Pontet and the Mahajans” Referring to the 
Railway Sahibs at Sitapahar, he says, “The Sahib (Mr. Thomas), the women of whose 
family were killed, used to commit very great oppression and dishonour the women of the 
Santhals.”- Calcutta Review, Vol. XXVI (1856). 

 
Treatment meted out to Santhal workmen engaged in Railway construction was bordering 
on slavery. “Friend of India”, the newspaper had reported the lack of payment to Sonthals 
employed by Railway contractor for their daily labor, various food articles purchased from 
them and insult to their women.  “it is asserted in more than one letter, and in the most 

positive terms, that the Sonthals employed on the rail have not been paid either for their 
daily labour, or for their fowls, eggs, goats, and other articles they have sold to the railway 
establishment, and that their women have been insulted. If both these crimes have been 
committed by the same Europeans, the blame falls on the contractors. “--Friend of India, July 
19. 
 
The insult to women by EIR contractors became an emotive warring cry and during upris-
ing there was widespread killing of Europeans and damage to Railway property. The work 
of constructing Railway in Santhal region was awarded to M/S Nelson & Co. 
 



 

 

The Calcutta review of 1856 reported a case of “alleged forcible abduction of two Santal 
women and even murder, and some unjust acts of oppression, as taking their kids, fowls 
,etc without payment on the part of Europeans employed on the line of Rail road.” 
 
“Many of the correspondents of the journals still continue to ascribe it to the violence of 
those engaged in railway operations, and there can be no doubt, that there have been oc-
casional instances of oppression and insult; indeed, the determination to kill all the Sa-
hebs, and the destruction more particularly of all railway property would give some colour 
to this suspicion. On the other hand, the indiscriminate plunder and conflagration of villag-
es, and the murder of natives who are not identified with the rail, would lead to a different 
conclusion.” 
 
The exact cause of rebellion remained nebulous due to total interruption of postal services 
giving rise to various theories for the outbreak. 
 
 One circumstance which has been mentioned to us appears to fix on the insurrection the character 
of a fanatical and political movement. A body of more than five hundred Sonthals are employed at 
one of the collieries at Raneegunge and they are living in perfect ease and comfort with their wives 
and families in the villages erected for their residence. Several messengers from the insurgents 
have arrived among them, and they were asked whether they would join their countrymen.' They 
said they had no reason for doing so; they were happy and contented where they were, but as soon 
as the written summons from their king was shown to them, they would be under the necessity of 
quitting the place in a body. A large offer was made to one of their leading men to bring intelli-
gence from the insurgents' camp, but he refused the offer with scorn, and said that if he was or-
dered to go, he should obey, but he might or might not return, and, if he did, he would communi-
cate nothing. The insurgents are evidently linked together by the strongest bonds of clanship.”- AL-
LEN'S INDIAN MAIL.—Sept. 19, 1855. 
 
 
Santhal insurrection was the first instance, in which the rail had been used for the convey-
ance of troops in India, and it enabled them to estimate the immense advantage which it 
conferred on the country in a military point of view. The troops could not have marched to 
Raneegunge in less than ten days, and before that time all the establishments at the col-
lieries would have been completely destroyed by the insurgents.  
 
The plunder, killing and atrocities were reported in the newspapers of the era: “Large bod-
ies of Sonthals have spread themselves over the unfortunate district of Beerbhoom, and 
the country in every direction presents a scene of the most complete desolation. The vil-
lages have been plundered and burnt, and the inhabitants who could not make their es-
cape, have been massacred. The magistrate of Beerbhoom, with fifteen or twenty Europe-
ans of the railway and contractor's staff, are now besieged at Rampore Haut, about twenty 
miles north of Sooree, the head quarters of the district. The insurgents, to the number of 
4,000 or 5,000, attacked and plundered the village of Narainpore, and sacked Nulhatty. 
The engineers and contractors, fearing to be surounded, fell back on Ramporehat to pro-
tect the bungalow and property there. “--ALLEN'S INDIAN MAIL.—Sept. 19, 1855. 
 
 
Account of battle of Maheshpur and devastation was graphically reported in journal :” Mr. 
Toogood, the magistrate of Moorshedabad, was the first to give the insurgents an efficient check. 
Mr. Toogood with the troops from Berhampore, was advancing for the protection of Pulsa, 
six miles farther on, by forced marches. Several villages on the line of march were found to 



 

 

be plundered and burnt. The inhabitants had fled: those who could not succeed in doing 
so were killed, and among them not a few women and children, their bodies presenting a 
frightful spectacle of the atrocities committed by these murderers. On reaching Pulsa, Mr. 
Toogood found that it had been plundered, and the bungalow built by the railway engi-
neers, entirely destroyed, together with the whole of their property. Information was re-
ceived that the insurgents had gone to Muheshpore, and at midnight twenty-nine ele-
phants lent by the Nabob, were loaded with 200 sepoys, and, moving all night, reached it 
at daybreak. The enemy, though taken by surprise, was evidently prepared to resist our 
troops, and fired a large number of arrows and some muskets. Mr. Toogood, when within 
thirty yards of their body, called on Captain Birch to fire. In about ten minutes the main por-
tion of Sonthals was driven from the banks of the tank where they had made a stand.” ”-- 
ALLEN'S INDIAN MAIL.—Sept. 19, 1855 

 
He subsequently marched towards Nulhathy, the Sonthal strong hold, but found his efforts crip-
pled by the absence of any authority stronger than the ordinary law. He was frequently compelled 
to leave Sonthal villages untouched, though every man was armed, because those arms had for 
the moment been laid upon the floor. Mr. Toogood's conduct under these difficult circumstances 
is entitled to all praise; and even the rashness of which he was frequently guilty contrasts favoura-
bly with the insouciance exhibited in other quarters. — Friend of India, August 9. 
 
The insurgents were driven across the river, into the thick and impenetrable jungle and 
one hundred of insurgents had fallen in the encounter and equal numbers were wounded. 
Five of sepoys of European army were injured by arrows not poisoned. A large quantity of 
property, which the  Sonthals had plundered .fell into the hands of the victors, consisting of 
palnkeens, a buggy, copper and brass utensils, silks, cloths, and 7,200 rupees in cash. 
Twenty-eight Sonthals were made prisoners. Santhals with their traditional bows and ar-
rows were no match for superior firepower of Guns and thousands were shot down. Ele-
phants loaned by Nabaob of Mursidababd were deployed by European army to destroy 
the Santhal villages. 
 
The support rendered by Nawab of Mursidabad in quelling Santhal rebellion was recog-
nized by East India company  and he was entitled to a salute of nineteen guns and his 
Dewan was titled as Rajah Bahadur.  Police watch over the movement of Nawab was 
withdrawn and funds for his hunting expenses were restored.  
 
“ The numerous and valuable services rendered to the British Government by his High-
ness the Nawab Nazim of Bengal, during the Sonthal rebellion in 1855, and at the more 
serious crisis which followed the mutiny of the native troops of the Bengal army in 
1857,having attracted notice, the Government of India marked its high sense of the Na-
wab’s praiseworthy loyalty and zeal, by declaring his Highness to be entitled, in future, to a 
salute of nineteen Guns on his arrival at, and departure from, the Presidency.”-- Statement 
exhibiting the moral and material progress and condition India, during the year  1859-60 – house of commons 
report 1861 
 
 
 Subsequently hill rangers, battalion of hill tribes, were also deployed in attacking the in-
surgents but the plan proved disastrous: they were all defeated due to treachery, as the 
guns would not fire and except for the European quartermaster-sergeant, who stood his 
ground, and killed and wounded a number of the enemy, but was at length overpowered 
and killed. 
 



 

 

“While the rebels on the Moorshedabad side were thus held in check, they gained an important 
success in the neighbourhood of Rajmehal. They were there encountered by a body of the hill rang-
ers under Major Burroughs, but either from panic, the effect of rain on their muskets, inefficient 
leading, or all causes combined, the rangers declined the contest, and retreated. On a subsequent 
occasion an opportunity offered itself of retrieving the credit of the force, but it was not accepted ; 
and Major Burroughs, with nearly 500 men under his command, for the second time returned to 
camp. His conduct is to be subjected to a court of inquiry, and we will not attempt to prejudge his 
case.” — Friend of India, August 9. 
 
The insurrection was rapidly spreading over a wider circle, and was becoming more seri-
ous every day. There were demands made from every quarter for immediate and earnest 
action from Government to quell the rebellion, irrespective of loss of life& revenue as it 
was exhibiting the weakness of British Government   to its native subjects.—Friend of In-
dia, July 26. 
 
Martial law was demanded, but was considered inexpedient by the Supreme Council, though sub-
sequently it was promulgated. The forces in the field were placed under the command of Brigadier 
Lloyd. Mr. Loch, an energetic officer, was deputed as a kind of commissary-general to assist the 
troops, and the Ghatwals or chiefs of the mountain passes were secured. The rebels, however, 
had now greatly increased in numbers and in daring. The panic fear of the population and the 
murder of so many isolated Europeans had increased their prestige, the defeat and death of Lieu-
tenant Toulmin redoubled their audacity, and in spite of some repulses, they swarmed over Zillah 
Beerbhoom, burning villages, plundering houses, and murdering the unresisting inhabitants. By 
this time, however, the country was fairly roused.  
 
The Government had directed the troops from the neighbourhood of Calcutta to the district of 
Beerbhoom, leaving the country from Rajmahl to Bhagulpore to be protected by troops brought 
from the province of Behar. 
 
In the district of Beerbhoom, forces were divided into small detachments and each detachment 
went in different areas to destroy the defences of Sonthal and capture their leaders/Thakoors.  
 
“The Thakoor, or god of the insurgents was at a village, about forty miles from the scene of 
action, and it was Mr. Toogood's intention to lead the troops to that place as soon as pos-
sible, in the hope of at once quelling the riot. We trust he will not put his design into execu-
tion at this season of the year, when a larger number of troops are sure to perish from the 
deadliness of the climate than from the arrows of the enemy. The intelligence from 
Rajmahl is unpleasant, but still uncertain. Mr. Vigors (Railway Engineer) who was reported 
to have been killed, is alive, and is said to be in a building at Rajmahl, which he and the 
railway people have fortified. Intelligence was received by a steamer”-- ALLEN'S INDIAN 
MAIL.—Sept. 19, 1855.  
 
At Mungoolee, Lieut. Delamaine, with seventy-five sepoys, killed fifty insurgents and wounded 
double that number. A very large body of them were assembled at Nuggur, and were attacked and 
defeated by 
Lieutenant Toulmin with a party of the 56th .Three hundred insurgents were reported to be killed 
in the ensuing battle.  
 
But these actions were not enough to recover the district of Beerbhoom from the Sonthals, who 
are too numerous and too widely scattered for the handful of troops sent to disperse them.  



 

 

 
“Mr. Loch, the superintendent of jails, has been appointed commissioner at Raneegunge, and its 
neighbourhood, and has acted with a degree of vigour, combined with judgment, which has called 
forth merited applause. Captain Parrott is at Taldanga with a body of troops to prevent any Son-
thals from crossing the great trunk road. Two companies have also been stationed north of the 
Adji, and one and a half at Bansomer; and these arrangements appear to be well calculated to pro-
tect a large extent of country, and to revive that confidence which has been lost. We regret to find 
it stated, and without contradiction, that Lieut. Toulmin has lost his life in a subsequent encounter 
with the enemy, and we naturally suppose that this success will give them fresh heart and greatly 
strengthen their numbers”.—Friend of India, Aug. 2. 
 
 
Various reports and letters were published in news papers  of the period  to trace the factors 
which led to insurrection of Sonthals, ”Sonthals have of late been exceedingly irritated by the pres-
ence among them of a number of shrewd Bengalee Muhajnns, or money lenders, who speedily 
emptied the hoards of a simpler people. With the want of forethought peculiar to savage races, 
they borrowed money without stint, and speedily found themselves tied hand and foot by the most 
merciless of human creditors. To add to this source of irritation, they found themselves—by their 
own statements—compelled to submit to the extortions of the Amlah of the court. The investiga-
tions, they said, were made by these men, and they could not bear the expense.  
 
The Santhals have traditionally been described as peace loving, naive people who had not learnt 
to lie. Their low literacy made them easy victims to corrupt money lending practices. Their lands 
were forcibly taken, they were lent money at exorbitant rates which they could never repay, they 
were forced into bonded labour, and generation after generation of Santhals had to live as serfs, 
cultivating the Zamindar's land for little food and clothes. Many had no other recourse than to 
work for Indigo planters or for the frenzy of railway constructions that the British initiated. 
 
In 1832, the government demarcated the Damin I Koh region and invited Santhals to settle in the 
area in order to reclaim the forest. A great exodus of Santhals from Cuttack, Dhalbhum, 
Manbhum, Hazaribagh, Midnapore etc. came to settle in the reserve due to promises of land and 
other economic amenities. Once  new settlement areas were formed, the government wanted to 
ascertain what profits can now be derived from the land.” (Bhagalpur Commissioner Report, 1836) 
The missionaries on the other hand sought their beliefs, hoping that “Christianity take firm root . . 
. in the forest and wilds of Rajmahal hills.” (Letter from the commissioner of Bhagalpur to the sec-
retary of the government of Bengal, 1836).. 
 
In 1855, under the leadership of two brothers, Sidhu and Kanoo, who mobilised 10,000 Santhals, 
they declared rebellion. It is important to note that first they had tried to settle their grievances 
through official channels, and only when they received no reply from the 'cheap and practical ad-
ministration' (Hunter), did they decide to march in revolt. 
 

A popular Santhal legend of the 19th century states that two Santhal heroes, Sidhu and Kanhu 
claimed to have seen in a vision the Thakur or God of the Santhals who gave them a book in five 
batches. In this book the Thakur called upon the “dikus‟ or outsiders and the sahibs to go away 
from the Santhal land to the other side of the Ganges. Santhals also professed to have the “dar-
shan” of the “Thakur” in different formsevery day for some time. The Thakur appeared to the 
brothers every day: at one time as a flame of fire, with a book, some white paper and a knife: at 
another in the form of a solid cart wheel. A shrine was erected consisting of a mound of mud 



 

 

crowned by a cart wheel, at which the village were instructed to present offerings of grain and 
milk, and to sacrifice buffaloes. Here the worshippers were shown the slips of paper and the book 
and were told that in them were written the orders of the God. The news of the miracle spread far 
and wide, and messengers were sent to all the Manjhi of the Damin-I-Koh bearing a branch of Sal 
tree, which like the fiery cross of the Highlands, was a signal to the people to gather together. Their 
claims of having been commissioned by the “Thakur” to lead them against all the outsiders and to 
establish the rule of the Santhals was believed by the followers. -Bengal District Gazetteer, Santhal 

Parganas, 1980:48-82 

 
Subsequently efforts were made by government officials to ascertain the reasons for uprisings. 
The statement of one of the ringleader highlighted the nexus of local money lenders and police 
officials: 
. 
”Sidhu, the eldest of the four brothers, who was the original ringleader, was captured and 
after a summary trial, was hanged at Barahait by Mr. Pontet. Not less than ten thousand 
Santhals are said to have perished in the struggle( Bradley-Brit,op.cit.,p.206). Kanhu in 
deposition before Ashley Eden (Assistant Special Commissioner, Santhal Pargana) said 
on December 20, 1855: ‘The Mahajans complained to Buroo Darogah that Sidhu & Kanhu 
were collecting men to commit a dacoitee, the Mahajans gave him 100 rupees to come 
and catch us. The Darogah was sitting at Baboopara he sent a burkundauge to me before. 
He counted the men. I then gave a perwanah to the burkundauge saying the Thakoor has 
descended and we are assembled for the purpose of making a complaint why do you in-
terfere, the darogah remained 2 days and then went….he came with Mahajans into a mai-
dan…I said why have you come?...He said, I have come to investigate a snake bite 
death.’…then he said why are you collecting men for dacoitee. I said prove it, if I have 
committed a theft or dacoitee. If you prove anything put me in jail. The mahajans said if it 
costs us 1000 rupees we will do that to get you imprisoned. The mahajans and the Da-
rogah got very angry and ordered them to tie me up. The Mahajans began to tie Seedoo 
my brother, then I drew my sword they left off tying my brother & I cut Manick Mudie’s 
head off & Seedoo killed the Darogah and my army killed 5 men whose names I do not 
know, then we all returned to Bhaguadee. “ 
 
Most of them displayed great fortitude, owning with pride their share in the proceedings, and 
blaming the ignorance of Government as the cause of the war. ‘You forced us to fight against you,' 
said one of their leaders in the Beerbhoom jail. ”We asked only what was fair, and you gave us no 
answer. When we tried to get redress by arms, you shot us like leopards in the jungle”.- Hunter, 

W.W. The Annals of Rural Bengal. 

 
ALLEN'S INDIAN MAIL.in Sept. 19, 1855 edition also mentions the exploitations of money lenders 
and  resultant uprising of Sonthals led by Sidhoo & Kanoo Manjee: “All these grievances, however, 
might have gone on for years, had not they been experienced by a family of some importance.  This 
family, consisting of four brothers, appears to have been either ruined by the Muhajnns or injured 
by the Amlahs. One at least of them has been a dacoit leader, and perhaps his experience in that 
capacity may have added at once to his influence and his contempt for Bengalee valour. This man, 
Kanoo Manjee, and his brother, Sindhoo Manjee, appear to have resolved on a great attempt at 
revenge. They issued proclamations, artfully appealing to the grievances we have mentioned, and 
declaring that their deity, or the deity—we are not certain which—had become incarnate in the 
person of a child.  
 



 

 

Of course the Avatar spoke through the mouth of Sidhoo, and so speaking commanded the Sonthal 
people to chase the Sahebs, the Muhajuns, and the Amlas from, the hither side of the river. He 
promised them, moreover, that he would protect them from their enemies, turn the Sahebs' swords 
into sticks, and their cannon balls to water, and give to the Sonthals the entire command of Bengal 
and its wealth. The proclamations were obeyed apparently by some thousands, whose numbers 
rapidly increased with their first success”-   ALLEN'S INDIAN MAIL.—Sept. 19, 1855.  
 
It was a gory battle where all the Europeans (railway men and planters) living in the region were in 
forefront, fighting a prolonged fierce and brutal battle. The news paper of the period reported the 
incidents in detail:    
 
“The planters, without an exception, behaved well. Mr. C. Maseyk, of Jungypore, with two other 
Europeans, in an open boat held possession of a creek, which commanded the entrance to his fac-
tory, and finally repulsed a powerful body of insurgents. Other planters aided the troops, and dis-
played the usual gallantry and dash of European sports men.  
 
Parties have been stationed at Mullarpore, and Mahomed Bazar, and along the South of the More. 
From each post sallies are incessantly made upon the rebels in a style, which will be best under-
stood from a single incident. Lieutenant Delamain, adjutant of the 5Cth, was stationed with eighty 
men to defend a post. Suddenly he was attacked from the right and left by two bodies of 1,000 and 
800 Sonthals. He quietly stepped forward, and shot down eight, while a raw recruit at his side, a 
lad not yet admitted into the ranks, slew eleven more. The mass of dark forms was seen to sway 
from side to side, and in five minutes the scene was clear of the enemy. The chain of posts has been 
continued to Rajmehal, and the two commissioners, Messrs. Elliott and Bidwell, are everywhere 
doing soldier's work, up to the knees in mud, baked by the sun, and always with an irritating con-
sciousness, that the Sonthals are never many miles off. “ 
. — Friend of India, August 9. 
 

In the early part of November, after the revolt had been dragging out for nearly five months, mar-
tial law was proclaimed. As many as fourteen thousand troops were employed under General 
Lloyd & Brigadier General Bird, and the Santhal rebellion was systematically crushed. 
 
Commenting on the rebellion, Dalhousie remarked that even the gentlest and weakest sections of 
Indian society are volatile and prone to revolt, and the British need to maintain a constant vigi-
lance in order to guard against it.-Baird-private diaries of the Marquees of Dalhousie. 
 
 A delegation of Railway contractor met lieutenant governor of Bengal and requested for providing 
adequate security for restarting the railroad construction. They also requested for posting of a 
Deputy Magistrate at Rajmahal.  
 
“ I have received  deputation from M/S Nelson & Co., the contractor of the Rajmahal line, the great    
consternation  which reigns in that neighbourhood among Europeans as well as natives and the 
difficulties which will be experienced in recommencing the Railway works which have been inter-
rupted during insurrection unless very active measures be taken to preserve the peace. 
M/S Nelson was asked to keep up the communication between the several military posts, especial-
ly along the line of railway works. He was asked to bridge Nullahs and keep roads fairly passable at 
correspondingly small expenses—lieutenant governor’s minutes dated 12th sept 1855.  
 



 

 

The Santhal rebellion convinced the Government of the necessity of adopting prompt measures to 
bring the Santhali areas under an effective administrative control and subsequently various laws 
were enacted to stop the exploitation and preserve their way of life. The Act XXXVII of 1855 AD 
formed the Santali areas into a separate non-regulation district, to be known by the general desig-
nation of the Santhal Parganas district, and it was placed under the control of the Commissioner of 
Bhagalpur-Letter from Mr.Grey, Secretary to the Government of Bengal to Mr.H.Stainforth, Com-

missioner of Bhagalpur, 7th January.1856. 

 
After the uprising, new legislations were enacted and Railway companies were forced to change 
the way labour was hired and treated. Forced labour was abolished and coolies were permitted to 
work and leave as per their free will.  
 
Governor General Lord Canning in his field visit on 1860 during the time of opening of Rajmahal 
section specially remarked on labour policy of EIR:.   
 
“His Excellency noticed with much pleasure the good management and right spirit that pervades 
the dealings of the officers of the East Indian railway company with the native population. Differ-
ences between the officers and the natives employed by them are almost unheard of. Labourers 
come in freely to seek work, even from the wild Sonthal Hills, and no impediment being offered to 
their return to their homes whenever the fancy seizes them, they work well and cheer fully. No 
signs of unwillingness on the one side, or of attempted constraint on the other, had reached any of 
the magistrates or other civil officers of whom inquiry was made”.- East India company ,Statement 

exhibiting the moral and material progress and condition 1860 

 

 

"The Santhal Insurrection - The 49th Regiment, Native Infantry, burning a Santhal village and recovering 
plunder," from the Illustrated London News, 1856 

 

 

 

Searching for rebel santhals. Antique print, 1856 



 

 

 

 

 
Engineers crossing a hill torrent in the Santhal counry 
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