
The Santhal Uprising and the Iron Road 

 

The Whispers of the Jungle and the Roar of Iron 

In the shadowed valleys of the Rajmahal Hills, beneath the thick canopy of the Damin-i-Koh, an 

ancient people lived by the rhythm of the forest. The Santhals—honest, unlettered, fiercely 

proud—had been lured into the embrace of the colonial state with promises of fertile land, 

freedom from rent, and the grace of peace. A few decades earlier, Augustus Cleveland, the 

youthful Collector of Bhagalpur, had coaxed them from a semi-nomadic life into agrarian 

settlement with a vision that was at once noble and utilitarian: to tame the jungle and those who 

dwelt within it, without spilling a drop of blood. And remarkably, he had succeeded. 

Cleveland’s diplomacy, etched into the stone memorial erected by the East India Company, was 

celebrated not just as a pacification but as a triumph of mind over might. “He attempted and 

accomplished the entire subjection of the lawless and savage inhabitants... by a conquest over 

their mind,” declared the epitaph. But what Cleveland had begun with benevolence, the East 

Indian Railway (EIR) and the contractors who followed in its wake would soon unravel with 

iron. 

By the early 1850s, the advent of the railway had brought a seismic shift to this quiet hinterland. 

With Dalhousie’s Minute on Railways as gospel, tracks were being laid across Bengal with 

missionary zeal. Burdwan to Raneegunge had opened in February 1855, a miracle of modern 

logistics and colonial ambition. Coal from the mines, soldiers from the barracks, contracts from 

the Crown—all were to ride this new pulse of empire. 

But alongside this momentum came discontent, hidden beneath the embankments and sleepers. 

The EIR’s contractors, such as Messrs. Nelson & Co., needed hands—thousands of them. And so 

the Santhals, once courted with kind words and open land, were now absorbed en masse into the 

railway works, hauling earth, raising bridges, laying tracks. 

To the Santhals, this new engagement was not without appeal. Coin jingled in their girdles; silver 

bangles adorned the wrists of their wives. But the prosperity was fleeting and came with 

indignities they had never known. Their women were assaulted; their labour unpaid; their 

goods—eggs, goats, fowl—taken by railway officers without compensation. Contractors, 

insulated by the distance between Calcutta and the hills, indulged in petty tyranny. One Sahib, 

according to official correspondence, kidnapped two Santhal women, wounding one man and 

murdering another who protested. For the Santhals, who had known violence but not humiliation, 

this was unforgivable. 

Then came the murmurings of rebellion—at first, faint echoes among the sal trees, carried from 

village to village by whispers. A divine vision, they said, had appeared in the form of a spinning 

cartwheel, commanding vengeance upon the Mahajans, the police, and a railway Sahib named 

Pontet. The god was speaking, and the Santhals were listening. 



By June 1855, the whispers had turned into chants. Two brothers, Sidhu and Kanhu Murmu, rose 

as the chosen messengers of the deity. They claimed a celestial mandate and gathered ten 

thousand men. With bows strung, axes sharpened, and drums sounding across the valley, the 

Santhal Hul—rebellion—began. 

The Rail’s Awakening: First Response and Shock 

The first to feel the tremor were the railway officials. At Raneegunge, news arrived that 

thousands of Santhals had descended from the hills in a tide of fury. Isolated British officers 

retreated into their bungalows, barricading themselves behind furniture, crates, and improvised 

walls. Panic gripped the stations and encampments. In Allen’s Indian Mail of August 1855, the 

scene was breathlessly described: “Express trains are busy in conveying troops in hot haste to a 

part of the country where peace appeared to be most certain.” 

This moment would mark the first use of the Indian railway for military deployment—a 

premonition of its ultimate imperial function. Three companies of the 5th Native Infantry were 

rushed to Raneegunge. Two stayed to guard the railway terminus, while one marched on to 

Beerbhoom. The 31st N.I. came by boat from Barrackpore. Troops, weapons, and reinforcements 

traversed hundreds of miles in hours—what once would have taken ten days of marching. The 

Rail had become, in an instant, the spear and the shield of empire. 

Even the colonial press, usually smug in its dismissals of native uprisings, betrayed unease. 

“They appeared in arms... in numbers estimated at first at three thousand, but which report has 

increased to ten, fifteen, eighteen, and even eighty thousand,” noted one alarmed correspondent. 

From Sitapahar to Rajmahal, railway engineers were issued arms—“not suggestive of an 

effective force,” sniffed one reporter—but they stood nonetheless. Peons and European overseers 

manned the newly fortified bungalows like garrisons under siege. At Rajmahal, Mr. Vigors, a 

railway engineer, turned the old palace of Shah Shuja into a redoubt. Joined by the Collector of 

Bhagalpur and the Superintendent of Damin-i-Koh, Vigors fought off successive Santhal assaults 

until troops arrived.  

The War in the Hills 

Yet for all their preparation, the British were caught off guard by the scale and ferocity of the 

uprising. Beerbhoom district went up in flames. Villages loyal to the Company were torched. 

Isolated Europeans—planters, railway men, missionaries—were slaughtered. The death of 

Lieutenant Toulmin in battle against Santhals near Nuggur emboldened the rebels. Panic spread 

faster than the rail could contain. 

Detachments were dispatched from every direction—via steamer, horseback, and rail. Lieutenant 

Delamaine killed fifty Santhals at Mungoolee, wounding double that number. But each skirmish 

bred more rage. The rebellion spread like fire through dry grass, igniting hearts and villages 

alike. 



The railway was not a bystander. It was the target, the symbol, the affront. Railway stations, 

carriages, bridges—these were the artefacts of foreign rule, and the Santhals struck at them with 

precision. At Raneegunge, they nearly succeeded in destroying the colliery establishments before 

reinforcements arrived. Their plan was methodical, even prophetic. They believed they were 

dismantling the very engine of their dispossession. 

Still, the rebellion could not withstand the might of the colonial state for long. By November, 

martial law was declared. Fourteen thousand troops were assembled under General Lloyd and 

Brigadier General Bird. Every corner of the Santhal country was swept, every stronghold 

dismantled. Villages were razed, leaders hunted, men and women butchered. The rebellion was 

crushed, but the soil remained blood-soaked. 

The Aftermath: Forts, Reforms, and the Iron Reins 

The Railway, once the target, soon became the instrument of renewed control. Contractors, 

shaken by the uprising, demanded compensation and protection. Messrs. Nelson & Co., who had 

lost ₹1.5 lakh in the rebellion, received not a pice. “If the government cannot control one portion 

of its subjects,” declared the Hurkaru newspaper, “they are bound to make good such damage.” 

Watchtowers rose across the landscape—at Pakur, at Rampur Hat—shaped like Martello forts, 

30 feet high and loopholed for musketry. From these iron citadels, a handful of armed Europeans 

could hold off a native force for weeks. Pakur’s tower, overlooking the jungle and the Daman-i-

Koh, became the first railway fort in India—a citadel for the empire’s engineers. 

In 1855, the government formalised the region into a special district—the Santhal Parganas—

administered under new laws that banned usury, encouraged tribal self-rule, and prohibited 

forced labour. The railway, once the scourge, adapted. Coolies now came and left as they 

pleased. Lord Canning, visiting Rajmahal in 1860, praised the transformation: “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.” 

Into the Furnace of Rebellion 

By the summer of 1855, the Santhal rebellion had exploded into a fierce blaze. What had begun 

as a localized insurrection against exploitative moneylenders and railway contractors had now 

become a searing revolt shaking the very foundations of colonial Bengal. The once-restrained 

tribes had turned insurgents. Emboldened by their early victories, the Santhals grew in number 

and ferocity, their coordinated attacks cutting across Beerbhoom, Rajmahal, and into the very 

heart of the Eastern Railway belt. 

The brutal slaying of Lieutenant Toulmin became a rallying cry for the rebels. A symbol of 

British vulnerability, his death infused the movement with a potent combination of rage and 

belief. Across the villages of Beerbhoom, insurgent bands plundered homes, set fire to 

settlements, and cut down civilians, their momentum barely contained by the handful of troops 

trickling in from Calcutta and Behar. By the time British officials began to comprehend the scale 

of the rebellion, entire districts had fallen into the grip of chaos. 



To combat this, the East India Company resorted to one of its most potent and untested weapons: 

the railway. Troops, supplies, and artillery were transported in hurried convoys, packed into the 

newly laid carriages of the East Indian Railway. The same tracks meant to usher in an era of 

trade and modernity were now carrying war. 

“The Thakoor, or god of the insurgents,” reported one British officer, “was believed to reside in 

a village forty miles away.” Intelligence filtered in slowly, often muddled and uncertain. A 

campaign was drawn to storm this spiritual nucleus in hopes of decapitating the rebellion. But 

wiser voices urged caution — the rainy season had turned the terrain into a death trap for 

European troops more susceptible to disease than Santhal arrows. 

At Rajmahal, the siege-like atmosphere persisted. Rumors of the death of Mr. Vigors, the valiant 

Railway Engineer, were laid to rest when he was sighted still alive — barricaded in a fortified 

bungalow with a few determined men. He had converted the Railway Company’s quarters into a 

makeshift fortress, loopholed for musketry and well-stocked with supplies. Other railway men 

followed suit, turning their homes into defensible posts. 

At Mungoolee, Lieutenant Delamaine led a detachment of seventy-five sepoys into a clash that 

left fifty Santhals dead and many more wounded. Elsewhere, Lieutenant Toulmin’s final 

campaign at Nuggur culminated in the death of three hundred rebels — a pyrrhic victory, as 

Toulmin himself fell in the battle. His loss struck the British hard, and his death became both a 

caution and a call to arms. 

Yet, despite these efforts, Beerbhoom remained firmly in Santhal hands. The terrain was 

unforgiving, and the rebels elusive. Skirmishes were constant. And the fear that this revolt might 

inspire similar uprisings elsewhere began gnawing at British anxieties. 

Railway Men at War 

The uprising had inadvertently transformed engineers and railway employees into reluctant 

warriors. Some found themselves under siege in remote bungalows, armed only with 

rudimentary muskets and an unshakeable will to survive. Others went further. 

One despatch from The Friend of India captured their fight in vivid prose: “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 took active 

part in repulsing the attack.” 

In the east, it was Mr. Vigors, the Railway engineer who emerged as an unlikely defender. His 

efforts in fortifying Rajmahal and coordinating the defence saved not only the town but also key 

segments of the railway infrastructure. Aided by the likes of Messrs. Nelson & Co., Vigors 

ensured that the railway, though bruised, did not buckle. The Illustrated London News would 

later immortalize one such encounter in a stark woodcut engraving, capturing the moment when 

railway engineers clashed directly with Santhal rebels — muskets and machetes colliding in the 

twilight of colonial civility. 



To the south, Mr. Loch, the jail superintendent, was appointed as a temporary commissioner at 

Raneegunge. With deftness and resolve, he orchestrated the positioning of companies from the 

32nd Regiment to strategic nodes along the great trunk road. Captain Parrott was dispatched to 

Taldanga to cut off rebel movement northward. Elsewhere, forces were stationed at Adji and 

Bansomer — a wide net meant to strangle the rebellion before it could spill further. 

But victory was elusive. The Santhals were not fighting for land or spoils; they believed they 

were executing the will of their gods. 

A God of Iron and Ashes 

At the heart of the insurrection lay a belief as potent as it was misunderstood. The rebellion, for 

many Santhals, had divine sanction. Oral testimonies from the period speak of a deity who 

descended to them in the form of a cartwheel — a chilling irony given the proliferation of rail 

tracks snaking across their lands. This god is said to have commanded them to rise, to strike 

down the colonial intruders and reclaim their soil. 

The railway, in this cosmology, was not just a symbol of modernity; it was an agent of 

desecration. It tore through forests, displaced hamlets, desecrated sacred spaces, and humiliated 

their women. 

The allegations were damning. A. C. Bidwell, the Commissioner appointed to investigate the 

rebellion, wrote in a letter to William Grey, Secretary to the Government of Bengal, that a 

railway sahib had abducted two Santhal women, wounding one man and killing another in the 

process. Captain W.S. Sherwill, writing for The Calcutta Review, confirmed “a solitary case of 

forcible abduction and even murder.” Others reported rampant cases of unpaid wages, forced 

requisition of food, and constant verbal and physical abuse. 

“Friend of India,” the influential newspaper of the day, minced no words: “The Sonthals 

employed on the rail have not been paid… and their women have been insulted.” 

The rebellion was, therefore, not merely an explosion of tribal rage — it was an uprising born of 

betrayal, of broken promises and brutalities. The construction contracts, primarily held by M/S 

Nelson & Co., had created a vortex of exploitation and silence. To many Santhals, the Sahib was 

both judge and executioner, contractor and predator. 

Their revenge was swift and brutal. Railway bungalows were torched. Europeans were speared 

and hacked. Telegraph wires were cut. The very machinery of empire — engineered with steel 

and steam — was brought to its knees by men armed with bows, beliefs, and a thirst for dignity. 

Land, God, and Rebellion 

The Santhal uprising was not born of mere whim or tribal fury. It was the inevitable culmination 

of years of dispossession, betrayal, and deceit. The rebellion had deep roots — in land policies, 

in false promises, in debt traps, and in the slow bleed of a people whose way of life had been 

upended by a colonial order they neither chose nor understood. 



It began decades earlier in 1832, when the East India Company demarcated a swath of forested 

land at the base of the Rajmahal Hills — a rich region of thick jungle and fertile valleys known 

as the Damin-i-Koh. The British, with characteristic imperial optimism, saw in it both potential 

and peril: untamed forest lands that could be made productive, and untamed people who could be 

made pliant. 

The plan was deceptively simple: invite Santhal tribes from the south — from Midnapore, 

Manbhum, Hazaribagh, and Cuttack — to settle in these new frontier lands, reclaim the jungle, 

and till the soil. For the impoverished Santhals, the offer seemed irresistible. They came in 

droves, seduced by the promise of land, protection, and a life free from the oppression of 

landlords and moneylenders. By 1845, over 83,000 Santhals had moved into the Damin, 

populating over 1,500 villages. It was a quiet miracle — the jungle was now alive with the sound 

of the plough. 

Credit for this transformation was given to two colonial figures: Augustus Cleveland and Mr. 

Pontet. Cleveland, an East India Company officer in the late 18th century, was posthumously 

lionized in verse and marble for having subdued the ‘lawless’ inhabitants of the Rajmahal 

jungles “without bloodshed or the terror of authority.” His memorial in Bhagalpur claimed he 

had achieved what few colonial officers had — a conquest “over their mind; the most permanent, 

as the most rational, mode of dominion.” 

Pontet, a later administrator, continued the project, blending justice with paternalism. Roads 

were laid by the Santhals themselves, villages sprang up, and the hills echoed with the rhythms 

of agriculture. For a brief moment, it seemed the Company had succeeded in creating a model 

colony of loyal, industrious tribals. 

But beneath this pastoral calm, the seeds of revolt were already germinating. 

Debt and Duplicity 

The problem lay not in the Santhals’ work ethic, but in the parasitic ecosystem that accompanied 

British expansion: the Bengali moneylender, the corrupt local darogah, the ruthless zamindar, 

and eventually — the railway contractor. 

The Santhals were unfamiliar with the mechanics of interest and mortgages. Their oral culture 

and communal traditions were no match for the meticulously written ledgers of the Mahajans. 

What began as modest loans to buy seeds or cattle soon ballooned into debts that could never be 

repaid. When they defaulted, their land was seized. When they resisted, they were jailed or 

beaten. 

Their poverty deepened. Their autonomy eroded. In desperation, they sold their labour to the 

railways or to the indigo planters, accepting meagre wages for backbreaking work. The roads 

they once built to connect their villages now served as arteries for exploitation. 

By the early 1850s, the Santhal had become a stranger in his own land — a tenant in the forests 

he had reclaimed, a coolie in the fields he once owned. 



What finally pushed them over the edge was a mixture of faith and fury. It was said that their god 

— invoked in trances and songs — had spoken through a cartwheel, commanding them to cast 

out the oppressors and cleanse their land. The deity was unequivocal: slay the Mahajan, slay the 

Sahib. 

The leaders of the rebellion were two brothers: Sidhu and Kanhu Murmu. By mid-1855, they had 

mobilized nearly 10,000 men. Their weapons were rudimentary — axes, bows, spears — but 

their conviction was iron. They did not march for plunder, but for justice. They had first written 

to the authorities, pleading for redress. No reply came. So they rose. 

In a deposition before Ashley Eden, Assistant Special Commissioner, Kanhu recalled the 

moment the match was lit. “The Mahajans complained to Buroo Darogah that Sidhu and I were 

collecting men to commit dacoity. They gave him 100 rupees to come and catch us.” He added, 

“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.” 

Fire across the Frontier 

The revolt spread like dry flame on a windblown plain. Armed bands moved through 

Beerbhoom, Rajmahal, and the outlying districts, killing moneylenders, burning account books, 

and torching railway camps. The revolt was so widespread and swift that the British were caught 

completely off-guard. 

The colonial press scrambled to explain it. Allen’s Indian Mail admitted the obvious: “The 

Sonthals have of late been exceedingly irritated by the presence among them of shrewd Bengalee 

Mahajans… they borrowed money without stint and speedily found themselves tied hand and 

foot by the most merciless of human creditors.” 

The uprising was as much psychological as physical. The Santhals were no longer willing to be 

shamed, humiliated, or enslaved. They rejected the Company’s version of law and order, refused 

the forced civility of its darogahs, and struck directly at the instruments of their oppression: the 

railways, the moneylenders, and the contractors. 

Lord Dalhousie, the Governor-General, saw in this a terrifying portent. That even the most 

“gentle and weak” of India’s subjects — the hill tribes — could organize and revolt, meant that 

British rule would need to be policed not just by railways and revenue, but by vigilance and fear. 

Railways, Retaliation, and Ruins 

As the smoke of rebellion billowed across the Rajmahal hills, the imperial machinery began to 

grind into action. Beerbhoom, Birbhum, Raneegunge, and the fringes of the Damin were now 

zones of open hostility. The East India Company was no longer dealing with sporadic tribal 

unrest — it was at war. 

The first response was predictable: troops were summoned. Regiments marched in from Bihar 

and Calcutta, leaving entire corridors unguarded to reinforce Beerbhoom. The country was 



roused, not with empathy, but with apprehension. Detached companies scoured the forests in 

search of Santhal thakoors and ringleaders. The rebels had grown in number and daring, and the 

defeat of Lieutenant Toulmin only bolstered their confidence. Railway engineers and European 

planters, once symbols of modernity, now found themselves digging trenches, manning muskets, 

and waiting behind fortified quarters for relief that never came. 

The theatre of war shifted rapidly. At Mungoolee, Lieutenant Delamaine and seventy-five sepoys 

managed to repel an attack, leaving fifty Santhals dead and over a hundred wounded. But these 

were minor victories. At Nuggur, a large rebel force was met with the iron of the 56th regiment, 

led by Toulmin — who, in that very battle, met his end. Three hundred rebels were killed, yet the 

cost was steep. Toulmin's death became both a cautionary tale and a rallying cry. 

Still, the British line buckled. 

The Santhals were neither an organized army nor a guerrilla band. They were a people in motion 

— scattered, fierce, and rooted in the very geography the colonial forces sought to dominate. 

Roads were ambushed. Bridges were burned. Telegraph lines were cut. Entire swathes of land 

were rendered inaccessible. 

The presence of railways, far from containing the conflict, became the crucible for its fury. 

The Railway Men in the Crossfire 

Among the first to suffer were the railway engineers. Men like Mr. Vigors, who had been 

presumed killed, were holed up in fortified buildings, protected not by the law but by hastily 

erected ramparts and the loyalty of a few Indian guards. Rajmahal became a red zone — its 

European inhabitants besieged, the railroad works abandoned, the contractors terrified. 

The company contracted to build the line, Messrs. Nelson & Co., found themselves in open 

panic. They sent urgent memos to the Lieutenant Governor of Bengal, pleading for the 

appointment of a Deputy Magistrate in Rajmahal and for military protection along the 

embankments. “Consternation reigns,” they wrote, “among both Europeans and natives.” 

The Government agreed — not to protect lives alone, but to resume the arteries of empire. M/S 

Nelson was instructed to maintain communication between military posts, bridge the broken 

nullahs, and repair the roads. But even as the men were tasked with civil duties, they were forced 

to defend their own bungalows like garrisons. 

Watchtowers were built. Houses were loop-holed for musketry. A railway contractor, not trained 

in warcraft, became both engineer and sentinel. The Santhal rebellion, while tribal in origin, had 

struck at the heart of the most visible symbol of imperial progress — the iron road. 



The Reckoning 

When martial law was declared in November 1855, five months into the rebellion, it was a signal 

that all pretence had dropped. This was no longer about civil disturbance. It was a campaign of 

annihilation. 

Fourteen thousand troops were deployed under General Lloyd and Brigadier General Bird. The 

suppression that followed was systematic, severe, and, by all accounts, ruthless. Villages were 

torched, suspected rebels were summarily hanged, and fields were razed. 

But even in defeat, the Santhals changed the arc of governance. 

The rebellion forced the East India Company to reevaluate its relationship with both land and 

labour. In 1855, just months after the suppression, the Government passed Act XXXVII, creating 

a new administrative district — the Santhal Parganas — carved out from the existing dominions 

and placed directly under the Commissioner of Bhagalpur. 

It was an attempt to cordon off rebellion — to isolate the tribal hinterland with a separate legal 

regime. But more than that, it was an acknowledgement: the Santhal could not be ruled like the 

Bengali, nor could the forest be governed like the plains. 

Lessons in Smoke and Steam 

The Santhal rebellion left more than scorched villages and razed fields in its wake. It left the 

colonial establishment gasping — for control, for credibility, and above all, for a new grammar 

of governance in a land it barely understood. 

Railway contractors, having suffered an estimated loss of ₹1.5 lakh, appealed for justice. Their 

plea was not just for security but for reparations. If the British Government could not prevent 

rebellion, they argued, it had a duty to pay for the consequences. 

Hurkaru, the English-language newspaper that had once celebrated railway expansion, now took 

a harsher tone: 

“In England, if a man's house is burnt or damaged by a mob, he can obtain compensation. Here, 

where all lands are the property of Government, it is in justice bound to make good such losses.” 

But compensation did not come. The Government, wounded by rebellion and wary of setting a 

precedent, turned instead to a more permanent solution — changing the terms of engagement. 

A New Contract of Labour 

The Santhal uprising forced the East Indian Railway Company (EIR) to fundamentally reassess 

how it engaged with indigenous labour. The age of forced coolie conscription — coercive, 

unpaid, brutal — began to give way to a new policy built on something the colonial state barely 

trusted: consent. 



In his 1860 tour, Governor-General Lord Canning travelled down the very tracks that once 

soaked up the blood of Santhal workers and soldiers. And there, at Rajmahal, he delivered what 

can only be called a veiled confession of past abuses — disguised as praise for present reforms. 

“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... 

Labourers come in freely to seek work, even from the wild Santhal hills… and no impediment 

being offered to their return to their homes whenever the fancy seizes them...” 

The tone was diplomatic, but the subtext clear: there would be no more shackles. 

The Santhals had redefined the limits of what could be tolerated. The railway might carry the 

flag of empire, but it could no longer be built on bodies beaten into submission. 

A God with a Cartwheel 

Amid the bureaucratic memos and military dispatches, there existed a quieter, more surreal 

dimension to the rebellion — the cosmic logic with which the Santhals explained their war. 

In letters exchanged between district officials and colonial commissioners, it emerged that many 

rebels believed they were acting on the orders of Thakur, the divine. One god had taken the form 

of a cartwheel, descending to issue commands to “kill Pontet and the Mahajans.” 

This was not madness; it was a form of moral accounting. In Santhal cosmology, the exploitation 

of their women, the theft of their labour, and the silence of the state were not merely political 

acts — they were sins. And sins demanded sacrifice. 

When the government sought to understand why the rebellion had exploded, it found itself 

staring into a mirror. The accused included railway officials who had, in a single incident, 

abducted two Santhal women and murdered a man. These weren’t hearsay. The claims came 

directly from Commissioner A.C. Bidwell, and echoed in the Calcutta Review and The Friend of 

India. 

“Their women have been insulted. If both these crimes have been committed by the same 

Europeans, the blame falls on the contractors,” read one dispatch. 

If the railroads had once promised transformation — roads of opportunity and rivers of silver 

coins — they had now become symbols of betrayal. 

The Fort on the Hill 

Constructed in 1856, after the rebellion had been brutally put down, the Pakur Railway Fort was 

India’s first military tower built specifically to protect railway officers. Modelled after the British 

Martello towers — squat, thick-walled, and cylindrical — it stood thirty feet high and twenty 

feet wide. It could hold a small group of armed men, and its top provided space for one or two 

light cannons. 



From its vantage point, the entire forest fringe of Damin-i-Koh was visible — a watchful eye in a 

land still simmering with anger. 

Another similar tower was raised at Rampur Hat. Together, these two outposts not only shielded 

British engineers but served as blunt reminders that the railways, while symbols of progress, 

could not exist without force. 

The Calcutta Review described the forts with unintentional irony: “A few Europeans, with arms, 

ammunition and provisions, could hold it for a long time against a large force, unprovided with 

artillery — like the Santhals.” The phrase betrayed the enduring fear of tribal power — a fear 

that no amount of railway lines or steam locomotives could entirely erase. 

The Cost of Silence 

In the aftermath of the rebellion, much was forgotten — or deliberately buried. 

The Martello Tower at Pakur still stands, largely unknown, a mute sentinel of colonial fear and 

defiance. It was built to protect railway engineers, but today it protects only memory — of a time 

when the East Indian Railway’s steel tracks clashed with the iron will of forest dwellers. 

The Santhals, once seen as naïve and pliable, had revealed themselves as capable of stunning 

unity and explosive violence. But more importantly, they had shown the British that even the 

quietest corners of their empire could erupt — not because of nationalist slogans or foreign 

ideologies, but because of injustice. 

In a deposition, one Santhal leader said it plainly: 

“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.” 

Tracks Through Ashes 

By the 1860s, the railway lines in Santhal territory were completed. Trains ran again — over 

ground once scorched by rebellion. But something fundamental had changed. 

The Santhal Parganas had been formed as a separate district. Exploitative moneylenders were 

reined in. And the railway companies, chastened by fire, now spoke of “voluntary labour” and 

“fair wages.” 

The railways came. But they came not as saviours, as the British had promised — they came as 

witnesses to a story too old to be written in colonial ink. A story of forest people who refused to 

bow to a god of steel. 

And in that defiance, the Santhals carved their names — not on maps, but into the very bones of 

the railway line. 
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