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4. People’s Revolt 
 
Introduction 
 

The establishment of political and economic dominance by the 
British over many parts of India after the Battle of Plassey, 1757 
disrupted the political, social and economic order of the country. This 
led to the divesting many landlords and chieftains of their power and 
estates. Naturally, many of them revolted against the British. The 
English assumed the right of collecting the annual tribute from the 
Palayakkarar. The first resistance to the British was offered by the 
Pulithevar. Since then there had been rebellions by Palayakkarar such as 
the VeerapandiyaKattabomman, Oomathurai, Marudu brothers and 
DheeranChinnamalai. 
 

Origin of Palayam 
 

The Vijayanagar rulers appointed Nayaks in their provinces. The Nayak 

of Madurai in turn appointed Palayakkarar. Viswanatha became the Nayak of 

Madurai in 1529. He noticed that he could not control the chieftain who wanted 
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more powers in their provinces. So with the consultation of his minister 

AriyanathaMudaliyar, Viswanatha instituted Palayakkarar system in 1529. The 

whole country was divided into 72 Palayams and each one was put under a 

Palayakkarar. Palayakkarar was the holder of a territory or a Palayam. These 

Palayams were held in military tenure and extended their full co-operation to be 

need of the Nayaks. The Palayakkarars collected taxes, of which one third was 

given to the Nayak of Madurai another one third for the expenditure of the army 

and rest was kept for themselves. 
 

Early revolts of South India 
Revolt of the Palayakkars 
 

During the 17th and 18th centuries the Palayakkarars played a vital role 

in the politics of Tamil Nadu. They regarded themselves as independent. Among 

the Palayakkarars, there were two blocs, namely the Eastern and the Western 

blocs. The Eastern Palayams were the Nayaks ruled under the control of 

Kattabomman and the Western palayams were the Maravasruled under the 
control of Pulithevan. These two palayakkarars refused to pay the kist 
(tribute) to the English and rebelled. 
 

The early struggle between the Palayakkaras and the East India 
Company had a strong political dimension. By the Carnatic treaty of 
1792, consolidated the English power over the Palayakkars. The English 
got the right to collect taxes. The result was the outbreak of the revolt of 
Palayakkars. 
 

Pulithevar 
 

Pulithevar was the pioneer in Tamil Nadu, to protest against the 
English rule in India. He was the Palayakkarar of the Nerkattumseval, 
near Tirunelveli. During his tenure he refused to pay the tribute neither 
to Mohammed Ali, the Nawab of Arcot nor to the English. Further he 
started opposing them. Hence, the forces of the Nawab of Arcot and the 
English attacked Pulithevar. But the combined forces were defeated by 
Pulithevar at Tirunelveli. Pulithevar was the first Indian king to have 
fought and defeated the British in India. After this victory Pulithevan 
attempted to form a league of the Palayakkars to oppose the British and 
the Nawab. In 1759, Nerkattumseval was attacked by the forces of 
Nawab of Arcot under the leadership of Yusuf Khan. Pulithevar was 
defeated at Anthanallur and the Nawabs forces captured 
Nerkattumsevval in 1761. Pulithevar who lived in exile recaptured 
Nerkattumseval in 1764. Later, he was defeated by Captain Campell in 
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1767. Pulithevar escaped and died in exile without fulfilling his purpose, 
although his courageous trail of a struggle for independence in the 
history of South India. 

 

VirapandyaKattabomman 
  

The Ancestors of Kattabomman belonged to Andhra. They 
migrated to Tamil country during the 11th century. As a feudatory 
under Pandyas, JagaveerapandiayaKattabomman ruled 
Virapandyapuram. Panchalankurichi was its capital. He later became a 
Poligar during the rule of Nayaks. He was succeeded by his son 
VeerapandyaKattabomman. His wife was Jakkammal and his brothers 
were Oomathurai and Sevathaiah. 

 

Nawab of Arot 
 

After the decline of the Vijayanagarempire, the mughals 
established their supremacy in the south. The Nawabs acted as their 
representatives in Karnataka. Panchalamkuruchipalayam was acted as 
an ally to the Nawab of Arcot. Hence it paid tribute to the Nawabs. But 
in 1792, the political condition had completely changed. Based on the 
Carnatic treaty of 1792, the company gained the right to collect taxes 
from Panchalamkuruchi. The collection of tribute was the main cause for 
the rivalry between the English and Kattabomman. 

 

Kattabomman met Jackson 
 

In 1798, Colin Jackson, the collector of Ramanathapuram wrote 
letters to Kattabomman asking him to pay the tribute arrears. But 
Kattabomman replied that he was not in a position to remit the tribute 
due to the famine in the country. Colin Jackson got angry and decided to 
send an expedition to punish Kattabomman. However, the Madras 
government directed the collector to summon the Palayakkarar at 
Ramanathapuram and hold a discussion.In 1798, Kattabomman and his 
minister Siva Subramaniam met the Collector at Ramanathapuram. 
Upon a verification of accounts, Colin Jackson was convinced that 
Kattabomman had cleared most of the arrears leaving only 1080 pagodas 
as balance. During this interview Kattabomman and his Minister, 
Sivasubramaniam, had to stand before the arrogant collector for three 
hours. The Collector insulted them and tried to arrest Kattabomman and 
his minister. Kattabomman tried to escape with his minister. 
Oomathurai suddenly entered the fort with his men and helped the 
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escape of Kattabomman. But unfortunately Sivasubramaniam was taken 
as prisoner. 

 

Edward Clive and Kattabomman 
 

After his return to Panchalamkuruchi, Kattabomman wrote a letter 
to the Madras Council narrating the behaviour of the Collector Colin 
Jackson. Edward Clive, the Governor of Madras Council ordered 
Kattabomman to surrender. The Madras Council directed Kattabomman 
to appear before a Committee. Meanwhile, Edward Clive dismissed the 
Collector for his misbehaviour and released SivaSubramania. 
Kattabomman appeared before the Committee, and found Kattabomman 
was not guilty. S.R. Lushington was appointed collector in the place of 
Colin Jackson, who was eventually dismissed from service. 

 

The confederacy of Palayakkarars 
 

During that time, MaruduPandyan of Sivaganga formed the South 
Indian Confederacy of rebels against the British, along with the 
neighbouring Palayakkarars. This confederacy declared a proclamation 
which came to be known as Tiruchirappalli Proclamation. Kattabomman 
was interested in this confederacy. He tried to establish his influence 
over Sivagiri,who refused to join with alliance of the rebels. 
Kattabomman advanced towards Sivagiri. But the Palayakkar of Sivagiri 
was a tributory to the Company. So the Company considered the 
expedition of Kattabomman as a challenge to their authority. So the 
Company ordered the army to march to Panchalamkuruchi. 

 

Fall of Panchalamkuruchi 
 

Major Bannerman moved his army to Panchalamkuruchi on 5th 
September. They cut of all the communications to the Fort. In a clash at 
Kallarpatti, Siva Subramaniyam was taken as a prisoner. Kattabomman 
escaped to Pudukottai. VijayaRagunathaTondaiman, Raja of Pudukottai, 
captured Kattabomman from the jungles of Kalapore and handed over 
to the Company. After the fall of Panchalamkuruchi, Bannerman 
brought the prisoners to an assembly of the Palayakkarars and after trial 
sentenced them to death. Sivasubramania was executed at 
Nagalapuram. On the 16th October ViraPandyaKattabomman was tried 
before an assembly of Palayakkarar, summoned at Kayathar. On 17th 
October 1799, Kattabomman was hanged at the fort of Kayathar. 



 

5 | P a g e APPOLO STUDY CENTRE PH: 044-24339436, 42867555, 9840226187 
 

Kattabomman‟s heroic deeds were the subject of many folk ballads 
which kept his memory alive among the people. 

 

VeluNachiyar 
 

VeluNachiyar was a queen of Sivagangai. At the age of 16, she was 
married to MuthuVaduganathar, the Raja of Sivagangai. In 1772, the 
Nawab of Arcot and the British troops invaded Sivagangai. They killed 
MuthuVaduganathar in KalaiyarKoil battle. VeluNachiyar escaped with 
her daughter VellachiNachiyar and lived under the protection of 
GopalaNayaker at Virupachi near Dindigul. During this period she 
organised an army and employed her intelligent agents to find where 
the British stored their ammunition. She arranged a suicide attack by a 
faithfull follower Kuyili, a commander of VeluNachiar. She recaptured 
Sivagangai and was again crowned as queen with the help of Marudu 
brothers. She was the first queen to fight against the British colonial 
power in India. She is known by Tamils as Veeramangai and also known 
as „Jhansi Rani of South India‟.  
 

Marudu Brothers 
 

Marudu brothers were the sons of MookiahPalaniappan and 
Ponnathal. The elder brother was called PeriyaMarudu (VellaMarudhu) 
and the younger brother ChinnaMarudu. ChinnaMarudu was more 
popular and was called MaruduPandiyan. ChinnaMarudu served under 
MuthuVaduganathaPeriaUdayaDevar (1750-1772) of Sivaganga. In 1772 
the Nawab of Arcot laid seige of Sivaganga and captured it. 
MuthuVaduganathaPeriaUdayaDevar, died in battle. However after a 
few months Sivaganga was re-captured by Marudu Brothers and 
PeriyaMarudu was enthroned as the ruler. ChinnaMarudu acted as his 
adviser. Due to the terrorist activities against British, he was called as 
“Lion of Sivaganga”. In the later half of the eighteenth century the 
rebellion against the British was carried by Marudu Brothers in South 
India. 

 

Causes for the conflict 
 

Kattabomman was hanged to death and his brother Umaithurai 
and others fled to Sivaganga, where MaruduPandya gave protection to 
them. The merchants of Sivaganga did not like the interference of the 
company in their internal politics. The company waged war against 
Sivaganga for these two causes. 
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The South Indian Rebellion (1800-1801) 
 

In February 1801 the brothers of Kattabomman, Oomathurai and 
Sevathaiah escaped from Palayamkottai prison and reached Kamudhi. 
ChinnaMarudu took them to Siruvayal, his capital. They reconstructed 
their ancestral fort at Panchalamkurichi. The British troops under Conlin 
Macaulay retook the fort in April and the Palayakkarar brothers sought 
shelter in Sivaganga. The English demanded Marudu Pandyas to hand 
over the fugitives, the latter refused. Conlonel Agnew and Colonel Innes 
marched against them. The Palayakkarar War assumed a much broader 
character than its predecessor. It was directed by a confederacy 
consisting of MaruduPandiar of Sivaganga, GopalaNayak of Dindugal, 
Kerala Varma of Malabar and KrishnappaNayak and Dhoondaji of 
Mysore. The English declared war against the confederacy. 

 

The Tiruchirappalli Proclamation (1801) 
 

The Marudu Pandyas issued a proclamation of Independence 
called Tiruchirappalli Proclamation in June 1801. The Proclamation of 
1801 was the first call to the Indians to unite against the British. A copy 
of the proclamation was pasted on the walls of the Nawab‟s palace in the 
fort of Tiruchi and another copy was placed on the walls of the 
Vaishnava temple at Srirangam. Thus Marudu brothers spread the spirit 
of opposition against the English everywhere. As a result many 
Palayakkarars of Tamil Nadu went on a rally to fight against the English. 
ChinnaMarudu collected nearly 20,000 men to challenge the English 
army. British reinforcements were rushed from Bengal, Ceylon and 
Malaya. The rajas of Pudukkottai, Ettayapuram and Thanjavur stood by 
the British. Divide and rule policy followed by the English spilt the 
forces of the Palayakkarars.  
 

English annexed Sivagangai 
 

In May 1801, English attacked the rebels in Thanjavur and Tiruchi 
areas. The rebels went to Piranmalai and Kalayarkoil. They were again 
defeated by the forces of the English. In the end, the superior military 
strength and the able commanders of the British army won the battle. 
The rebellion failed and English annexed Sivagangai in 1801. The 
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Marudu brothers were executed in the Fort of Tirupathur in 
Ramanathapuram District on 24 October 1801. Oomathurai and 
Sevathaiah was captured and beheaded at Panchalamkuruchi on 16 
November 1801. Seventy three rebels were sentenced to Penang in 
Malaya, then called the Prince of Wales Island. Though they fell before 
the English, they were the pioneers in sowing the seeds of nationalism in 
the land of Tamil. 
 

Thus the South Indian Rebellion is a land mark in the history of 
Tamil Nadu. Although the 1800-1801 rebellion was to be categorized in 
the British records as the Second Palayakkarar War. Under the terms of 
the Karnataka Treaty on 31 July 1801, the British assumed direct control 
over Tamil Nadu. The Palayakkarar system was abolished. 
 

DheeranChinnamalai 
 

DheeranChinnamalai was born at Melapalayam in Chennimalai 
near Erode. His original name was Theerthagiri. He was a palayakkarar 
of Kongu country who fought the British East India Company. The 
Kongu country comprising Salem, Coimbatore, Karur and Dindigul 
formed a part of the Nayak kingdom of Madurai but had been annexed 
by the Wodayars of Mysore. After the fall of the Wodayars, these 
territories along with Mysore were controlled by the Mysore Sultans. 
After the third and fourth Mysore wars the entire Kongu region passed 
into the hands of the English. 

 

DheeranChinnamalai was trained by French military in modern 
warfare. He was along the side Tippu Sultan to fight against the British 
East India Company and got victories against the British. After Tippu 
Sultan‟s death Chinnamalai settled down at Odanilai and constructed a 
fort there to continue his struggle against the British. He sought the help 
of Marathas and MaruthuPandiyar to attack the British at Coimbatore in 
1800. British forces managed to stop the armies of the allies and hence 
Chinnamalai was forced to attack Coimbatore on his own. His army was 
defeated and he escaped from the British forces. Chinnamalai engaged in 
guerrilla warfare and defeated the British in battles at Cauvery, Odanilai 
and Arachalur. During the final battle, Chinnamalai was betrayed by his 
cook Nallapan and was hanged in Sankagiri Fort in 1805. 

 

Vellore Revolt (1806) 
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The family members of Tippu were imprisoned at Vellore fort after 
the fourth Mysore war. Some three thousand ex-servants and soldiers of 
Hyder and Tippu had also been moved to the vicinity of Vellore and 
their property in Mysore confiscated. It was quite natural that they were 
all unhappy and they hatred the English. The Vellore fort consisted of 
large majority of Indian troops, a good part of it recently been raised in 
Tirunelveli after the Palayakarar uprising of 1800. Many of the trained 
soldiers of the various Palayams were admitted into the English army. 
Thus the Vellore fort became the meeting ground of the rebel forces of 
South India. In 1803, William Cavendish Bentinck became Governor of 
Madras. During his period certain military regulations were introduced 
in 1805-06 and were enforced by the Madras Commander-in-Chief Sir 
John Cradock. But the sepoys felt that these were designed to insult 
them. 
 
 

Causes for the revolt 
 

 The strict discipline, new weapons, new methods and uniforms 
were all new to the sepoys. 

 The sepoys were asked to shave the beard and to trim the 
moustache.  

 The wearing of religious mark on the forehead and the use of ear-
rings were also banned. 

 The English treated the Indian sepoys as their inferior. There was 
the racial prejudice. 

 

Immediate Cause 
 

In June 1806, military General Agnew introduced a new turban, 
resembling a European hat with a badge of cross on it. It was popularly 
known as „Agnew‟s turban‟. Both the Hindu and Muslim soldiers 
opposed it. So the soldiers were severely punished by the English. 

 

Course of the Revolt 
 

The Indian soldiers were waiting for an opportunity to attack the 
English officers. Tippu‟s family also took part. FettahHyder, the elder 
son of Tippu, tried to form an alliance against the English. On July 10th 
in the early morning the native sepoys of the 1st and 23rd Regiments 
started the revolt. Colonel Fancourt, who commanded the garrison, was 
their first victim. The fort gates were closed. Meantime, the rebels 
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proclaimed FuttehHyder, as their new ruler. The British flag in the fort 
was brought down. The tiger-striped flag of Tippu Sultan was hoisted on 
the fort of Vellore. 
 

Suppression of the Revolt 
 

Major Cootes who was outside the fort rushed to Ranipet and 
informed Colonel Gillespie. Col. Gillespie reached Vellore fort. He made 
an attack on the rebel force. The revolt was completely suppressed and 
failed. Peace was restored in Vellore. On the whole, 113 Europeans and 
about 350 sepoys were killed in the uprising. The revolt was suppressed 
within a short period. It was one of the significant events in the history 
of Tamil Nadu. 
 
 

Effects of the Vellore Revolt 
 

 The new methods and uniform regulations were withdrawn.  
 The family of Tippu as a precautionary measure was sent to 

Calcutta.  
 William Cavendish Bentinck was removed from his service. 

 

Causes for the failure of the Revolt 
 

 There was no proper leadership to guide the soldiers properly. 
 The rebellion was also not well organised. 
 Divide and Rule policy of the English, split the unity of the 

Indians. 
V.D. Savarkar calls the Vellore revolt of 1806 as the prelude to the 
first War 
of Indian Independence in 1857. 

 

The Revolt of 1857 
 

The early uprisings did not succeed in threatening the British in 
India. It took the Revolt of 1857 to bring home to the Company and the 
British thought that their rule was not accepted to a large section of the 
population. The Revolt of 1857 was a product of the character and the 
policies of colonial rule. The cumulative effect of British expansionist 
policies, economic exploitation and administrative innovations over the 
years had adversely affected the positions of all rulers of Indian states. 

 

Causes of the Revolt 
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 The most important cause of revolt 1857 was a popular discontent 
of the British policy of economically exploiting India. This hurt all 
sections of society. The peasants suffered due to high revenue 
demands and the strict revenue collection policy.  

 Policies of doctrine of lapse, subsidiary alliance and policy of 
Effective Control created discontentment among people. 
Annexation of Oudh proved that even the grovelling loyalty can't 
satisfy British greed for territories. 

 The conversion activities of Christian missionaries were looked 
upon with suspicion and fear. The priests and the maulavis 
showed their discontent against the British rule.  

 Abolition of practices like sati, female infanticide, support to 
widow remarriage and female education were seen by many as 
interference in their Indian culture by the Europeans. 

 The Indian sepoys were looked upon as inferior beings and treated 
with contempt by their British officers. They were paid much less 
than the British soldiers. All avenues of the promotion were closed 
to them as all the higher army posts were reserved for the British. 

 

Immediate cause 
 

The immediate cause was the introduction of new Enfield Riffles in 
the army. The top of the cartridge of this rifle was to be removed by the 
mouth before loading it in the rifle. The cartridges were greased by the 
fat of pig and the cow. The Indian sepoys believed that the British were 
deliberately attempting to spoil the religion of both the Hindus and the 
Muslims because while the Hindus revered the cow, the Muslims hated 
the pig. The soldiers, therefore, determined to refuse their service and, 
ultimately revolted. Thus, the primary and the immediate cause of the 
revolt was the use of the greased cartridges. 

 

The Outbreak of the Revolt 
 

On 29 March 1857 at Barrackpur (near Kolkata) MangalPandey, a 
young Sepoy from Bengal Regiment, refused to use the greased 
cartridge, and shot down his sergeant. He was arrested, tried and 
executed. When this news spread many sepoys revolted. 
 

Course of the Revolt 
 

On 10 May 1857, the Sepoys of the third cavalry at Meerut openly 
revolted by swarming the prisons and releasing their comrades. They 
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were immediately joined by the men of the 11th and 20th Native 
Infantries, and they murdered some English officers and then marched 
to Delhi. The arrival of Meerut sepoys at Delhi on 11th May and 
declared of Bahadur Shah II as the Emperor of India. Delhi became the 
centre of the Great Revolt and Bahadur Shah, its symbol.  

 

The revolt spread quickly. There were mutinies at Lucknow, 
Kanpur, Jhansi, Bareilly, Bihar, Faizabad, and many other places in north 
India. Many of them found that it was a good opportunity to burn the 
papers of their landlords. Many others whose titles and pensions were 
abolished by the British who participated in it, inorder to take revenge. 
The Muslim leaders and Maulvis sought the opportunity of establishing 
the Muslim rule in India after turning out the British.  
 

Suppression of the Revolt 
 

Lord Canning, the governor-general took immediate steps to 
suppress the revolt. He collected the forces of Madras, Bombay, Sri 
Lanka and Burma. On his own initiative, he called the British army 
which was deputed to China by Britain to Calcutta. He ordered the loyal 
Sikh army to proceed to Delhi immediately. The British regained their 
lost positions very soon. 

 

Delhi was recaptured by General John Nicholson on 20 September, 
1857 and deportation of Bahadur Shah II to Rangoon where he died in 
1862. Military operations with the recovery of Kanpur were closely 
associated with the recovery of Lucknow. Sir Colin Campbell occupied 
Kanpur. Nana Saheb was defeated at Kanpur and escaped to Nepal. His 
close associate Tantia Tope escaped to central India, was captured and 
put to death while asleep. The Rani of Jhansi had died in the battle-field. 
Kunwar Singh, Khan Bahadur Khan were all dead, while the Begum of 
Awadh was compelled to hide in Nepal. The revolt was finally 
suppressed. By the end of 1859, British authority over India was fully re-
established.  

 

Places of Revolt Indian Leaders British Officials who 
suppressed the revolt 

Delhi  Bahadur Shah II John Nicholson  

Luck now  Begum HazaratMahal Henry Lawrence  

Kanpur  Nana Saheb Sir Colin Campbell 

Jhansi & Gwalior Lakshmi Bai, Tantia tope General Hugh Rose 
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Bareilly  Khan Bahadur Khan Sir Colin Campbell 

Bihar  Kunwar Singh William Taylor  
 

The Causes for the Failure of the Revolt 
 

Various causes were responsible for the failure of the revolt.  
 

 Lack of organisation, discipline, common plan of action, 
centralised leadership, modern weapons and techniques. 

 The rebel leaders were no match to the British Generals. Rani 
Lakshmi Bai, Tantia Tope and Nana Saheb were courageous but 
they were not good generals. 

 Non-participation of Bengal, Bombay, Madras, western Punjab and 
Rajputana. 

 The modern educated Indians did not support the Revolts as they 
believed that only British rule could reform Indian society and 
modernize it.  

 The British managed to get the loyalty of the Sikhs, Afghans and 
the Gurkha regiments. The Gurkhas actually helped the British in 
suppressing the revolt. 

 The British had better weapons, better generals, and good 
organisation. 

 

Consequences of the Revolt 
 

 The Revolt of 1857 marked a turning point in the history of India. 
It led to changes in the system of administration and the policy of 
the Government. 

 The administration of India was transferred from the East India 
Company to the British Crown through the „Queen‟s Proclamation‟ 
in 1858.  

 The governor general was given the title of viceroy. 
 The Board of Directors and the Board of Control were replaced by 

the Council of 15 members headed by the Secretary of State to 
supervise Indian affairs. 

 The Indian Army was thoroughly reorganised. More Britishers 
were employed in the army. 

 The British military policy came to be dominated by the idea of 
„divide and counterpoise‟. 

 

Infact, the Revolt of 1857 played an important role in bringing the 
Indian people together and imparting them the consciousness of 
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belonging to one country. The Revolt paved the way for the rise of the 
modern national movement. It was at the beginning of the twentieth 
century that the 1857 Revolt came to be interpreted as a “planned war of 
national independence”, by V.D. Savarkar in his book, First War of 
Indian Independence. 
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10th History 

Unit – 6-Early Revolts against British Rule in Tamil Nadu 
 

Introduction 
 
After defeating the French and their Indian allies in the three Carnatic Wars, 
theEast India Company began to consolidateand extend its power and 
influence. However, local kings and feudal chieftains resisted this.The first 
resistance to East India Company‟ sterritorial aggrandisement was from 
PuliThevar of Nerkattumseval in the Tirunelveliregion. This was followed by 
other chieftainsin the Tamil country such as Velunachiyar, 
Veerapandiya Kattabomman, the Marudhubrothers, and Dheeran 
Chinnamalai. Knownas the Palayakkarars Wars, the culmination of which 
was Vellore Revolt of 1806, thisearly resistance to British rule in Tamilnaduis 
dealt with in this lesson. 
 
Resistance of Regional Powers against the British 
 
(a) Palayams and Palayakkarars 
 
 The word “palayam” means a domain,a military camp, or a little 
kingdom.Palayakkarars (Poligaris how the Britishreferred to them)in Tamil 
refers tothe holder of a littlekingdom as a feudatoryto a greater 
sovereign.Under this system,palayam was givenfor valuable militaryservices 
rendered by any individual.This type of Palayakkarars system was inpractice 
during the rule of Prataba Rudhraof Warangal in the Kakatiya kingdom.The 
system was put in place in Tamilnaduby Viswanatha Nayaka, when he 
becamethe Nayak ruler of Madurai in 1529, withthe support of his minister 
Ariyanathar. 
  
 Traditionally there were supposed to be 72Palayakkarars.The 
Palayakkarars were free to collectrevenue, administer the territory, settle 
disputes and maintain law and order. Theirpolice duties were known as 
Padikavalor Arasu Kaval. On many occasions thePalayakarars helped the 
Nayak rulers torestore the kingdom to them. The personalrelationship and an 
understanding betweenthe King and the Palayakkarars made thesystem to 
last for about two hundred yearsfrom the Nayaks of Madurai, until 
thetakeover of these territories by the British. 
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Eastern and Western PalayamsAmong the 72 Palayakkarars, createdby the 
Nayak rulers, there were two blocs,namely the prominent eastern and 
thewestern Palayams. The eastern Palayamswere Sattur, Nagalapuram, 
Ettayapuram, andPanchalamkurichi and the prominent westernpalayams 
were Uthumalai, Thalavankottai,Naduvakurichi, Singampatti, Seithur. 
Duringthe seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the 
Palayakkars dominated the politics of Tamilcountry. They functioned as 
independent,sovereign authorities within their respectivePalayams. 
 
Revenue Collection Authority to the Company Rule 
 
 The Nawab of Arcot had borrowed moneyfrom the East India Company 
to meet theexpenses he had incurred during the CarnaticWars. When his 
debts exceeded his capacity topay, the power of collecting the land 
revenuedues from southern Palayakkarars was givento the East India 
Company. Claiming thattheir lands had been handed down to them 
over sixty generations, many Palayakkararsrefused to pay taxes to the 
Companyofficials. The Company branded the defiantPalayakkarars as rebels 
and accused them oftrying to disturb the peace and tranquillityof the 
country. This led to conflict betweenthe East India Company and the 
Palaykkararswhich are described below. 
 
Palayakkarars’ Revolt 1755-1801 
(a) Revolt of Puli Thevar 1755–1767 
 
 In March 1755 Mahfuzkhan (brother ofthe Nawab of Arcot) was sent 
with a contingentof the Company army under Colonel Heronto 
Tirunelveli.Madurai easilyfell into theirhands. ThereafterColonel Heronwas 
urged to dealwith Puli Thevaras he continued todefy the authorityof the 
Company. Puli Thevar wielded muchinfluence over the western 
palyakkarars. Forwant of cannon and of supplies and pay tosoldiers, Colonel 
Heron abandoned the planand retired to Madurai. Heron was recalledand 
dismissed from service. 
 
Confederacy and Alliance with Enemies of the British 
 
 Three Pathan officers, Nawab ChandaSahib‟s agents, named Mianah, 
Mudimiahand Nabikhan Kattak commanded theMadurai and Tirunelveli 
regions. Theysupported the Tamil playakkarars againstArcot Nawab 
Mohamed Ali. Puli Thevarhad established close relationships withthem. Puli 
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Thevar also formed a confederacyof the Palayakkars to fight the British. 
Withthe exception of the Palayakkarars of Sivagiri,all other Maravar 
Palayams supported him.Ettayapuram and Panchalamkurichi alsodid not 
join this confederacy. Further,the English succeeded in getting thesupport of 
the rajas of Ramanathapuramand Pudukottai. Puli Thevar tried to getthe 
support of Hyder Ali of Mysore andthe French. Hyder Ali could not help 
PuliThevar as he was already locked in a seriousconflict with the Marathas. 
 
Kalakadu Battle 
 
 The Nawab sent an additional contingentof sepoys to Mahfuzkhan and 
the reinforcedarmy proceeded to Tirunelveli. Besides the1000 sepoys of the 
Company, Mahfuzkhanreceived 600 more sent by the Nawab. He alsohad the 
support of cavalry and foot soldiers from the Carnatic. Before Mahfuzkhan 
couldstation his troops near Kalakadu, 2000soldiers from Travancore joined 
the forcesof Puli Thevar. In the battle at Kalakadu, 
Mahfuzkhan's troops were routed. 
 
Yusuf Khan and Puli Thevar 
 
 The organized resistance of thepalayakkarars under Puli Thevar gave 
anopportunity to the English to interfere directlyin the affairs of Tirunelveli. 
Aided by theRaja of Travancore, from 1756 to 1763, thepalyakkarars of 
Tirunelveli led by Puli Thevarwere in a constant state of rebellion against 
theNawab‟s authority. Yusuf Khan (also knownas Khan Sahib or, before his 
conversion toIslam, Marudhanayagam) who had beensent by the Company 
was not prepared toattack Puli Thevar unless the big guns andammunition 
from Tiruchirappalli arrived.As the English were at war with the French,as 
well as with Hyder Ali and Marathas, theartillery arrived only in September 
1760. YusufKhan began to batter the Nerkattumsevalfort and this attack 
continued for about twomonths. On 16 May 1761 Puli Thevar‟s threemajor 
forts (Nerkattumseval, Vasudevanallurand Panayur) came under the control 
ofYusuf Khan. 
 
 In the meantime, after takingPondicherry the English had eliminated 
theFrench from the picture. As a result of thisthe unity of palyakkarars began 
to breakup as French support was not forthcoming. 
 
Travancore, Seithur, Uthumalai and Surandaiswitched their loyalty to the 
opposite camp.Yusuf Khan who was negotiating withthe palayakkarars, 
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without informing theCompany administration, was charged withtreachery 
and hanged in 1764. 
 
Fall of Puli Thevar 
 
 After the death of Khan Sahib, PuliThevar returned from exile and 
recapturedNerkattumseval in 1764. However, he wasdefeated by Captain 
Campbell in 1767. PuliThevar escaped and died in exile. 
 
Ondiveeran 
 
 Ondiveeran led one of the army unitsof Puli Thevar. Fighting by the 
side ofPuli Thevar, he caused much damage tothe Company‟s army. 
According to oraltradition, in one battle, Ondiveeran‟s hand 
was chopped off and Puli Thevar wassaddened. But Ondiveeran said it 
was areward for his penetration into enemy‟s fortcausing many heads to 
roll. 
 
(b) Velunachiyar (1730–1796) 
 
 Born in 1730 to the Raja SellamuthuSethupathy of Ramanathapuram, 
Velunachiyarwas the only daughter of this royal family.The king had no 
male heir. The royal familybrought up the princess Velunachiyar,training her 
in martial arts like valari, stickfighting and to wield weapons. She was 
alsoadept in horse riding and archery, apart fromher proficiency in English, 
French and Urdu. 
 
 At the age of 16,Velunachiyar wasmarried to MuthuVadugar, the Raja 
ofSivagangai, and hada daughter by nameVellachinachiar. In1772, the 
Nawabof Arcot and theCompany troopsunder the commandof Lt. Col. Bon 
Jour stormed the Kalaiyar KovilPalace. In the ensuing battle Muthu 
Vadugarwas killed. Velunachiyar escaped with herdaughter and lived under 
the protection ofGopala Nayakar at Virupachi near Dindigul foreight years. 
 
 During her period in hiding, Velunachiyarorganised an army and 
succeeded in securingan alliance with not only Gopala Nayakar butHyder 
Ali as well. Dalavay (military chief)Thandavarayanar wrote a letter to Sultan 
HyderAli on behalf of Velunachiyar asking for 5000infantry and 5000 cavalry 
to defeat the English.Velunachiyar explained in detail in Urdu all 
theproblems she had with East India Company.She conveyed her strong 
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determination to fightthe English. Impressed by her courage, HyderAli 
ordered his Commandant Syed in Dindigulfort to provide the required 
military assistance. 
 

Gopala Nayak, the Palayakkarar ofVirupachi 
 
 Gopala Nayak spearheaded the famousDindigul League, which was 
formed withLakshmi Nayak of Manaparai and PoojaiNayak of 
Devadanapatti. He drew inspirationfrom Tipu Sultan who sent a 
deputation toshow his camaraderie. He led the resistanceagainst the 
British from Coimbatore andlater joined Oomaidurai, Kattabomman‟s 
brother. He put up a fierce fight at Aanamalaihills where the local 
peasants gave him fullsupport. But Gopala Nayak was overpowered 
by the British forces in 1801. 

 
 Velunachiyar employed agents forgathering intelligence to find where 
the Britishhad stored their ammunition. With militaryassistance from Gopala 
Nayakar and Hyder Alishe recaptured Sivagangai. She was crowned 
asQueen with the help of Marudhu brothers. Shewas the first female ruler or 
queen to resist theBritish colonial power in India. 
 

 Kuyili, a faithfulfriend of Velunachiyar,is said to have led 
theunit of women soldiersnamed after Udaiyaal.Udaiyaal was a 
shepherdgirl who was killed for notdivulging information onKuyili. 
Kuyili is said tohave walked into the British arsenal (1780)after setting 
herself on fire, thus destroyingall the ammunition. 

 
 
(c) Rebellion of Veerapandya Kattabomman 1790-1799 
 
 Veerapandya Kattabomman becamethe Palayakkarar of 
Panchalamkurichi atthe age of thirty on the death of his father,Jagavira 
Pandya Kattabomman.The Company‟sadministrators ,James London 
andColin Jackson, hadconsidered him aman of peacefuldisposition. 
However, soon several eventsled to conflicts between 
VeerapandyaKattabomman and the East India Company.The Nawab, under 
the provisions of a treatysigned in 1781, had assigned the revenue ofthe 
Carnatic to the Company to be entirelyunder their management and control 
duringthe war with Mysore Sultan. One-sixth ofthe revenue was to be 
allowed to meet theexpenses of Nawab and his family. TheCompany had 
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thus gained the right tocollect taxes from Panchalamkurichi. TheCompany 
appointed its Collectors to collecttaxes from all the palayams. The 
Collectorshumiliated the palayakkarars and adoptedforce to collect the taxes. 
This was the boneof contention between the English andKattabomman. 
 
Confrontation with Jackson 
 
 The land revenuearrear from Kattabommanwas 3310 pagodas in1798. 
Collector Jackson,an arrogant Englishofficer, wanted to sendan army to 
collect therevenue dues but the Madras Governmentdid not give him 
permission. On 18August 1798, he ordered Kattabommanto meet him in 
Ramanathapuram. ButKattbomman‟s attempts to meet him inbetween 
proved futile, as Jackson refusedto give him audience both in Courtallamand 
Srivilliputhur. At last, an interview wasgranted and Kattabomman met 
Jackson inRamanathapurm on 19 September 1798. Itis said that 
Kattabomman had to stand forthree hours before the haughty 
CollectorJackson. Sensing danger, Kattabommantried to escape, along with 
his ministerSivasubramanianar. Oomaithurai suddenlyentered the fort with 
his men and helpedthe escape of Kattabomman. At the gate ofthe 
Ramanathapuram fort there was a clash,in which some people including 
LieutenantClarke were killed. Sivasubramanianar wastaken prisoner. 
 
Appearance before Madras Council 
 
 On his return to Panchalamkurichi,Kattabomman represented to the 
MadrasCouncil about how he was ill-treated bythe collector Jackson. The 
Council askedKattabomman to appear before a committeewith William 
Brown, William Oram andJohn Casamajor as members. Meanwhile,Governor 
Edward Clive, ordered the releaseof Sivasubramanianar and the 
suspensionof the Collector Jackson. Kattabommanappeared before the 
Committee that saton 15 December 1798 and reported onwhat transpired in 
Ramanathapuram. TheCommittee found Kattabomman was notguilty. 
Jackson was dismissed from serviceand a new Collector S.R. 
Lushingtonappointed. Kattabomman cleared almost allthe revenue arrears 
leaving only a balance of1080 pagodas. 
 
Kattabomman and the Confederacy of Palayakkarars 
 
 In the meantime, Marudhu Pandiyarof Sivagangai formed the South 
IndianConfederacy of rebels against the British,with the neighbouring 
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palayakkars likeGopala Nayak of Dindigul and Yadul Nayakof Aanamalai. 
Marudhu Pandiyar acted asits leader. The Tiruchirappalli Proclamationhad 
been made. Kattabomman was interestedin this confederacy. Collector 
Lushingtonprevented Kattabomman from meeting theMarudhu Brothers. 
But Marudhu Brothersand Kattabomman jointly decided on aconfrontation 
with the English. Kattabommantried to influence Sivagiri Palayakkarars, 
whorefused to join. Kattabomman advancedtowards Sivagiri. But the 
Palayakkarars ofSivagiri was a tributary to the Company.So the Company 
considered the expeditionof Kattabomman as a challenge to theirauthority. 
The Company ordered the army tomarch on to Tirunelveli. 
 
The Siege of Panchalamkurichi 
 
 In May 1799, Lord Wellesley issued ordersfrom Madras for the advance 
of forces fromTiruchirappalli, Thanjavur and Madurai toTirunelveli. Major 
Bannerman commandedthe troops. The Travancore troops toojoined the 
British. On 1 September 1799,an ultimatum was served on Kattabommanto 
surrender. Kattabomman‟s “evasivereply” prompted Bannerman to attack 
hisfort. Bannerman moved his entire army toPanchalamkurichi on 5 
September. Theycut off all the communications to the fort.Bannerman 
deputed Ramalinganar to conveya message asking Kattabomman to 
surrender.Kattabomman refused. Ramalinganargathered all the secrets of the 
Fort, and onthe basis of his report, Bannerman decidedthe strategy of the 
operation. In a clash atKallarpatti, Sivasubramanianar was taken aprisoner. 
 
Execution of Kattabomman 
 
 Kattabomman escaped to Pudukottai.The British put a prize on his 
head.Betrayed by the rajas of Ettayapuram andPudukottai Kattabomman 
was finallycaptured. Sivasubramanianar was executedat Nagalapuram on 
the 13 September.Bannerman made a mockery of a trial forKattabomman in 
front of the palayakarars on16 October. During the trial Kattabomman 
bravely admitted all the charges levelledagainst him. Kattabomman was 
hangedfrom a tamarind tree in the old fort ofKayathar, close to Tirunelveli, in 
frontof the fellow Palayakkars. Thus endedthe life of the celebrated 
Palayakkarars ofPanchalamkurichi. Many folk ballads onKattabomman 
helped keep his memory aliveamong the people. 
 
(d) The Marudhu Brothers 
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 Periya Marudhu or Vella Marudhu(1748–1801) and his younger brother 
ChinnaMarudhu (1753-1801) were able generals ofMuthu Vadugar of 
Sivagangai. After MuthuVadugar's death in the Kalaiyar Kovil 
battleMarudhu brothers assisted in restoring thethrone to Velunachiyar. In 
the last years ofthe eighteenth century Marudhu Brothersorganised 
resistance against the British. Afterthe death of Kattabomman, they worked 
alongwith his brother Oomathurai. They plunderedthe granaries of the 
Nawab and caused damageand destruction to Company troops. 
 
Rebellion of Marudhu Brothers (1800–1801) 
 
 Despite the suppression of Kattabomman‟srevolt in 1799, rebellion broke 
out again in1800. In the British records it is referred to asthe Second 
Palayakarar War. It was directed bya confederacy consisting of Marudhu 
Pandyanof Sivagangai, Gopala Nayak of Dindugal,Kerala Verma of Malabar 
and KrishnaappaNayak and Dhoondaji of Mysore. In April1800 they meet at 
Virupachi and decided toorganise an uprising against the Company.The 
uprising, which broke out in Coimbatorein June 1800, soon spread to 
Ramanathapuramand Madurai. The Company got wind of it anddeclared 
war on Krishnappa Nayak of Mysore,Kerala Varma of Malabar and others. 
ThePalayakars of Coimbatore, Sathyamangalamand Tarapuram were caught 
and hanged. 
 
 In February 1801 the two brothers ofKattabomman, Oomathurai and 
Sevathaiah,escaped from the Palayamkottai prison toKamudhi, from where 
Chinna Marudhutook them to Siruvayal his capital. The fort 
atPanchalamkurichi was reconstructed in recordtime. The British troops 
under Colin Macaulayretook the fort in April and the Marudhubrothers 
sought shelter in Sivagangai. TheEnglish demanded that the Marudhu 
Pandyarshand over the fugitives (Oomathurai andSevathaiah). But they 
refused. Colonel Agnewand Colonel Innes marched on Sivagangai.In June 
1801 Marudhu Pandyars issued aproclamation of Independence which is 
calledTiruchirappalli Proclamation. 
 
Proclamation of 1801 
 
 The Proclamation of 1801 was anearly call to the Indians to unite 
againstthe British, cutting across region, caste,creed and religion. The 
proclamation waspasted on the walls of the Nawab‟s palacein Tiruchirappalli 
fort and on the walls ofthe Srirangam temple. Many palayakkars ofTamil 
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country rallied together to fight againstthe English. Chinna Marudhu 
collectednearly 20,000 men to challenge the Englisharmy. British 
reinforcements were rushedfrom Bengal, Ceylon and Malaya. The rajasof 
Pudukkottai, Ettayapuram and Thanjavurstood by the British. Divide and 
rule policyfollowed by the English spilt the forces of thepalayakkarars soon. 
 
Fall of Sivagangai 
 
 In May 1801, the English attacked therebels in Thanjavur and 
Tiruchirappalli. Therebels went to Piranmalai and Kalayarkoil.They were 
again defeated by the forces ofthe English. In the end the superior military 
strength and the able commanders of theEnglish Company prevailed. The 
rebellionfailed and Sivagangai was annexed in 1801.The Marudhu brothers 
were executed in theFort of Tirupathur near Ramanathapuram 
on 24 October 1801. Oomathurai andSevathaiah were captured and beheaded 
atPanchalamkurichi on 16 November 1801.Seventy-three rebels were exiled 
to Penangin Malaya. Though the palayakkarars fellto the English, their 
exploits and sacrificesinspired later generations. Thus the rebellionof 
Marudhu brothers, which is called SouthIndian Rebellion, is a landmark 
event in thehistory of Tamil Nadu. 
 
Carnatic Treaty, 1801 
 
 The suppression of the Palayakkararsrebellions of 1799 and 1800–1801 
resulted inthe liquidation of all the local chieftains ofTamilnadu. Under the 
terms of the CarnaticTreaty of 31 July 1801, the British assumeddirect control 
over Tamilagam and thePalayakarar system came to an end with 
thedemolition of all forts and disbandment oftheir army. 
 
(e) Dheeran Chinnamalai(1756–1805) 
 
 Born asTheerthagiri in 1756in the Mandradiarroyal family ofP a l a y a k 
o t t a i ,Dheeran was welltrained in silambu,archery, horse ridingand 
modern warfare.He was involved inresolving family andland disputes in the 
Kongu region. As thisregion was under the control of the MysoreSultan, tax 
was collected by Tipu‟s DiwanMohammed Ali. Once, when the Diwan 
wasreturning to Mysore with the tax money,Theerthagiri blocked his way 
and confiscatedall the tax money. He let Mohammed Ali 
go by instructing him to tell his Sultan that“Chinnamalai”, who is between 
Sivamalaiand Chennimalai, was the one who took awaytaxes. Thus he 
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gained the name “DheeranChinnamalai”. The offended Diwan sent 
acontingent to attack Chinnamalai and boththe forces met and fought at the 
Noyyal riverbed. Chinnamalai emerged victorious. 
 
 Trained by the French, Dheeranmobilised the Kongu youth in thousands 
andfought the British together with Tipu. AfterTipu‟s death Dheeran 
Chinnamalai built afort and fought the British without leaving 
the place. Hence the place is called Odanilai.He launched guerrilla attacks 
and evadedcapture. Finally the English captured himand his brothers and 
kept them in prison inSankagiri. When they were asked to acceptthe rule of 
the British, they refused. So theywere hanged at the top of the Sankagiri 
Forton 31 July 1805. 
 
Vellore Revolt 1806 
 
 Before reducing all palayakkarars of southTamilnadu into submission 
the East IndiaCompany had acquired the revenue districtsof Salem, Dindigul 
at the conclusion of the warwith Tipu in 1792. Coimbatore was annexedat the 
end of the Anglo-Mysore War in 1799.In the same year the Raja of Thanjavur 
whosestatus had been reduced to that of a vassal in1798 gave up his 
sovereign rights over thatregion to the English. After the suppressionof 
resistance of Kattabomman (1799) andMarudhu Brothers (1801), the British 
chargedthe Nawab of Arcot with disloyalty and forced a 
treaty on him. According to this Treaty of 1801,the Nawab was to cede the 
districts of NorthArcot, South Arcot, Tiruchirappalli, Maduraiand Tirunelveli 
to the Company and transferall the administrative powers to it. 
 
(a) Grievances of Indian Soldiers 
 

 But the resistance did not die down. Thedispossessed little kings and 
feudal chieftainscontinued to deliberate on the future courseof action 
against the Company Government.The outcome was the Vellore Revolt of 
1806.The objective conditions for a last ditch fightexisted on the eve of the 
revolt. The sepoysin the British Indian army nursed a strongsense of 
resentment over low salary andpoor prospects of promotion. The English 

army officers‟ scant respect for the social andreligious sentiments of the 
Indian sepoys alsoangered them. The state of peasantry fromwhich class the 
sepoys had been recruited alsobothered them much. With new experimentsin 
land tenures causing unsettled conditionsand famine breaking out in 1805 
many of thesepoys‟ families were in dire economic straits.The most 
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opportune situation come with thesons and the family members of Tipu 
beinginterned in Vellore Fort. The trigger for therevolt came in the form of a 
new militaryregulation notified by the Commander-in-Chief Sir John 
Cradock. 
 
 According to the new regulations, the Indiansoldiers were asked not to 
wear caste marks or earrings when in uniform. They were to be cleanly 
shaven on the chin and maintain uniformityabout how their moustache 
looked. The newturban added fuel to fire. The most objectionableaddition 
was the leather cockade made of animalskin. The sepoys gave enough 
forewarning byrefusing to wear the new turban. Yet the 
Companyadministration did not take heed. 
 
(b) Outbreak of the Revolt 
 
 On 10 July 1806, in the early hours, gunswere booming and the Indian 
sepoys of the1st and 23rd regiments raised their standard ofrevolt. Colonel 
Fancourt, who commandedthe garrison, was the first victim. 
ColonelMeKerras of the 23rd regiment was killed next.Major Armstrong who 
was passing the Fortheard the sound of firing. When he stoppedto enquire he 
was showered with bullets.About a dozen other officers were killedwithin an 
hour or so. Among them Lt. Ellyand Lt. Popham belonged to His 
Majesty‟sbattalion. 
 
Gillespie’s Brutality 
 
 Major Cootes, who was outside theFort, informed Colonel Gillespie, 
thecavalry commandant in Arcot. Gillespiereached the fort along with a 
squadron ofcavalry under the command of CaptainYoung at 9.00 am. In the 
meantime, therebels proclaimed Fateh Hyder, Tipu‟seldest son, as their new 
ruler and hoistedthe tiger flag of Mysore sultans in theFort. But the uprising 
was swiftly crushedby Col. Gillespie, who threw to winds all 
war ethics. In the course of suppression,according to an eyewitness account, 
eighthundred soldiers were found dead in thefort alone. Six hundred soldiers 
were keptin confinement in Tiruchirappalli andVellore awaiting Inquiry. 
 
(c ) Consequences of Revolt 
 
 Six of the rebels convicted by the Courtof Enquiry were blown from the 
guns; fivewere shot dead; eight hanged. Tipu‟s sonswere ordered to be sent 
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to Calcutta. Theofficers and men engaged in the suppressionof the revolt 
were rewarded with prize moneyand promotion. Col. Gillespie was 
given7,000 pagodas. However, the commander–in-chief Sir John Cradock, the 
Adjutant GeneralAgnew and Governor William Bentinck wereheld 
responsible for the revolt, removedfrom their office, and recalled to 
England.The military regulations were treated aswithdrawn. 
 
(d) Estimate of Revolt 
 
 The Vellore Revolt failed becausethere was no immediate help from 
outside.Recent studies show that the organisingpart of the revolt was done 
perfectly bySubedars Sheik Adam and Sheik Hamid andJamedar Sheik 
Hussain of the 2nd battalionof 23rd regiment and two Subedars and 
theJamedar Sheik Kasim of the 1st battalion ofthe 1st regiment. Vellore 
Revolt had all theforebodings of the Great Rebellion of 1857.The only 
difference was that there was nocivil rebellion following the mutiny. The 
1806 revolt was not confined to VelloreFort. It had its echoes in Bellary, 
Walajabad,Hyderabad, Bengaluru, Nandydurg, andSankaridurg. 
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10TH HISTORY UNIT 2 (2.3 (b) UNIT 7, 8 
 

(b) Decolonisation in India  
Dyarchy in Provinces  
The decolonization process started in India from the beginning of the 
twentieth century with the launch of the Swadeshi Movement in 1905. 
The outbreak of the First World War brought about rapid political as 
well as economic changes. In 1919, the Government of India Act 
introduced Dyarchy that provided for elected provincial assemblies as 
well as for Indian ministers to hold certain portfolios under Transferred 
Subjects. The Montague declaration read: „Increasing association of 
Indians in every branch of the administration and the gradual 
development of self-government in India as an integral part of the 
British Empire. This measure of the British government was “to buy the 
political peace needed to expand the tax base.” The Indian National 
Congress rejected Dyarchy and decided to boycott the legislature. 
 

11th History 
18. Early Resistance to British Rule 

 
Early Resistance of Southern Palayakkarars against the British  
Origin of Palayams and Palayakkarars  

 
After the decline of Vijayanagara Empire, Nagama Nayak who 

arrived as a viceroy to Madurai and his son Viswanatha Nayak asserted 
themselves as independent rulers of Madurai and Tirunelveli. Under the 
able guidance of Prime Minister Ariyanayaga Mudaliyar, all the little 
kingdoms of the former Pandian Empire were classified and converted 
into 72 palayams. Viswanatha Nayak constructed a formidable fort 
around Madurai city, which consisted of seventy two bastions. Each of 
them was placed under a chief.  

 
A Palayakkarar was bound to pay a fixed annual tribute or supply 

troops to the king and to keep order and peace over a particular area. In 
order to enable him to perform these duties and attend to other services, 
a certain number of villages were granted for revenue collection. In 
addition he was presented with several titles and privileges. 
Palayakkarars hadjudicial powers and dispensed justice over civil and 
criminal cases.  
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The origin of the Palayakkarar (poligari) system dates back to the 
1530s. It is believed that this system was practiced earlier in Kakatiya 
kingdom of Warangal. The literal meaning of Palayakkarar is the holder 
of a camp as well as the holder of an estate on military tenure. Prior to 
the enforcement of this system Servaikarars and Talayaris collected fees 
for police work. After the creation of palayams, the Servaikarars turned 
Palayakkarars and subordinated Talayaris to their authority.  

 
Based on the topographical distribution they are classified as 

western palayams and eastern palayams. The palayams held by Maravar 
chieftains were mostly in the western parts of Tirunelveli. The settlement 
of Telugu migrants in the black soil tracts, lying in the eastern part of 
Tirunelveli, left those parts under Nayak Palayakkarars.  
 
Revolt of Palyakkarars  

 
The Nawab of Arcot, who had borrowed heavily by pledging the 

villages in several parts of Tamilnadu, entrusted the task of collecting 
land revenue arrears to the Company administration. Yusuf Khan, 
remembered as Khan Sahib, had been employed as commander of the 
Company‟s Indian troops. He was entrusted not only with the command 
of the forces, but also with the collection of revenue. At the request of the 
Nawab, a force of 500 Europeans and 200 sepoys was (1755), ordered to 
proceed into the “countries of Madurai and Tirunelveli” to assist him. 
The encroachment of East Indian Company administration into 
palayakkarar‟s authority aroused stiff resistance.  

 
Mafuzkhan (Arcot Nawab‟s elder brother) was appointed by the 

Nawab as his representative in those territories. 
 
Mafuskhan along with Colonel Heron proceeded towards 

Tirunelveli. They easily took Madurai. An expedition was sent to reduce 
Kattabomman, the palayakkarar of Panchalamkurichi but had to be 
recalled. While returning Colonel Heron was urged to storm the fort of 
Nel-Kattum-Seval. Its palayakkarar Puli Thevar wielded enormous 
influence over the western palayakkarars. For want of cannon and of 
supplies and pay to soldiers, the attack of Colonel Heron had to be 
abandoned and the force retired to Madurai.  
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Three Pathan officers, Nawab Chanda Sahib‟s agents, named 
Mianah, Mudimiah and Nabikhan Kattak, commanded the Madurai and 
Tirunelveli regions. They supported Tamil palayakkarars against Arcot 
Nawab Mohamed Ali. Puli Thevar had established close relationships 
with them. The palayakkarars of Uthumalai, Surandai, Thalaivankottai, 
Naduvakurichi, Singampatti, Urkad, Seithur, Kollamkondan and 
Wadakarai joined Puli Thevar‟s confederacy. With the promise of 
restoring Kalakkadu, Puli Thevar had already won over the ruler of 
Tranvancore to his confederacy.  

 
Nawab, on his side, sent an additional contingent of sepoys to 

Mahfuzkhan and the reinforced army proceeded to Tirunelveli. Besides 
the 1000 sepoys of the Company, Mahfuzkhan received 600 more sent by 
the Nawab. He also had the support of cavalry and foot soldiers from 
the Carnatic. Before Mafuskhan could station his troops near Kalakadu, 
2000 soldiers from Travancore joined the forces of Puli Thevar. In the 
battle of Kalakadu, Mahfuzkhan's troops were trounced.  

 
The organized resistance of the palayakkarars under Puli Thevar 

gave an opportunity to the British to interfere directly in the affairs of 
Tirunelveli. 

 

Yusuf Khan was born as Maruthanayakam Pillai. Originally he 
belonged to Ramanathapuram district. When in Pondicherry he 
embraced Islam. He joined the company of sepoys under Clive in 1752 
and participated in the siege of Tiruchirappalli during 1752-54. From 
1756 to 1761 he was in charge of the districts of Madurai and Tirunelveli 
as Governor under the Madras Government which had been controlling 
them though they belonged to the Nawab of Arcot. He defeated Haider 
Ali and captured Solavandan. At the time Lally‟s siege of Madras (1758-
59), he rendered splendid service to the English. As one in charge of 
administration of Madurai and Tirunelveli regions he encouraged the 
weaving industry of Madurai. He gave a fixed amount for the conduct of 
worship in the temples of Madurai and retrieved the temple lands. 
Yusuf Khan rebelled because the English ordered him to serve the 
Nawab of Arcot. 

 
1756 to 1763, aided frequently by Travancore, the palyakkarars of 

Tirunelveli led by Puli Thevar were in a constant state of rebellion 
against the authority of the Nawab. Yusuf Khan who had been sent by 
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the Company would not venture to attack Puli Thevar unless the big 
guns and ammunition from Tiruchirappalli arrived. As the English were 
involved in a war with the French, as well as with Haider Ali and 
Marathas, big guns arrived only in September 1760. Yusuf Khan began 
to batter the Nerkattumseval fort and this attack continued for about two 
months. On 16 May 1761 Puli Thevar‟s three major forts namely 
Nerkattumseval, Vasudevanallur and Panayur came under the control of 
Yusuf Khan. After taking Pondicherry the English commanded respect, 
as they had eliminated the French from the picture. 
 

Consequently the unity of palyakkarars began to break up as 
French support was not forthcoming. Travancore, Seithur, Uthumalai 
and Surandai switched their loyalty. Yusuf Khan, who was negotiating 
with the palayakkarars without informing the Company administration, 
was charged with treachery and hanged in 1764.  

 
Puli Thevar, who had taken asylum elsewhere after the forts were 

taken over by Yusuf Khan, returned and began to organize against the 
British. Captain Campbell, who was sent this time by the British, laid 
siege and captured Nerkattumseval in 1767. Nothing is definitely known 
about the last days of Puli Thevar.  
Velu Nachiyar  

 
The Sethupathys ruled the area that covered Ramanathapuram, 

Sivagangai, Virudhunagar, and Pudukkottai districts of the present day. 
Velu Nachiyar was the daughter of Chellamuthu Sethupathy, the raja of 
Ramanathapuram. She married Muthu Vadugar Periyaudayar, the Raja 
of Sivagangai, and had a daughter named Vellachi Nachiar. When her 
husbandwas killed by the Nawab‟s forces, Velu Nachiyar escaped with 
her daughter and lived under the protection of Haider Ali at Virupachi 
near Dindigul for eight years. During this period she organized an army 
and succeeded in securing an alliance with Gopala Nayaker and Haider 
Ali. In 1780 Rani Velu Nachiyar fought the British with military 
assistance from Gopala Nayaker and Haider Ali and won the battle.  

 

Velu Nachiyar employed her intelligence gathering agents to 
discover where the British stored their ammunition. One of her followers 
Kuyili, doused herself in oil, set herself alight, and walked into the 
storehouse. She also employed another agent, her adopted daughter 
Udaiyaal, to detonate a British arsenal, blowing herself up along with 
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the barracks. Velu Nachiyar formed a woman‟s army.  
 

The Nawab of Arcot placed many obstacles to the advancement of 
the Rani‟s troops. However she overcame all the hurdles and entered 
Sivagangai. The Nawab of Arcot was defeated and taken captive. Velu 
Nachiyar recaptured Sivagangai and was again crowned queen with the 
help of Marudu brothers.  

 
After ascending the throne Velu Nachiar appointed Chinna 

Marudu as her adviser and Periya Marudu as commander. In 1783 the 
English forces invaded Sivaganagai again. This time the Marudu 
Pandiyan saved the place by some diplomatic moves. In 1790, Vellachi 
Nachiyar, daughter of Velu Nachiyar who was married to Vengan 
Periya Udaya Thevar who became the king of Sivagangai state due to 
compromise formula of the Englishmen, died under mysterious 
circumstances. Velu Nachiyar became sick and died in three years later 
in1796. 

 
Veera Pandiya Kattabomman  

While Velu Nachiyar was fighting the British and engaging their 
complete attention on Ramanathapruam and Sivagangai, Veera Pandiya 
Kattabomman‟s resistance against the British was on progress. 
Kattabomma Nayak was the playakkarar of Panchalamkurichi. 
Kattabomman Nayak was a family title. The chieftain of the Colonel 
Heron‟s time was Jagaveera Kattabomman Nayak, the grandfather of 
Veera Pandiya Kattabomman. This Veera Pandiya Kattabomman, born 
in 1761, became the palayakkarar on the death of his father, Jagaveera 
Pandiya Kattabomman. The collection of tribute continued to be a 
problem as there was a constant tussle between the Company and the 
southern palayakkarars. In September 1798 as the tribute from 
Panchalamkuriuchi fell into arrears, Collector Jackson wrote to Veera 
Pandiyan in his characteristic arrogance.  

 
The country experienced a severe drought, in consequence of which the 
palayakkarars found it difficult to collect taxes. Collector Jackson wanted 
to send an expedition to punish Veera Pandiyan but the Madras 
administration did not agree. The Company had already withdrawn its 
forces from Tirunelveli to be employed in the war against Tipu Sultan of 
Mysore, and did not desire to risk a conflict in the far south at this 
juncture. It directed the collector to summon the Palayakkarar at 
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Ramanathapuram and hold a discussion. Accordingly, on the 18 August 
1798 Jackson despatched an order directing Veera Pandiyan to meet him 
at Ramanathapuram within two weeks. After sending the summons, the 
collector started on a tour of Tirunelveli. When Jackson halted at 
Chokkampatti, Sivagiri, Sattur and Srivilliputhur to receive tribute from 
the Palayakkarars, Veera Pandiyan sought an interview but was told 
that he could meet the collector only at Ramanathapuram.  

 

Pagoda was the dominant currency in use at the time of arrival of 
European traders. It was a gold coin of Vijayanagar descent. It was 
called varagan in Tamil. During the reign of Tipu Sultan, one pagoda 
was the equivalent of three and half rupees in Mysore. “Shaking the 
pagoda tree” was a phrase used in England to describe the opportunities 
for making quick fortunes in India. 

 
Despite this humiliation, Kattabomman followed the Englishman 

for twenty three days over 400 miles through the latter‟s route and 
reached Ramanathapuram on 19 September. An interview was granted 
the same day and the collector expressed his satisfaction that the 
Palayakkarar had behaved properly and thereby “saved himself from 
ruin”. Upon a verification of accounts Jackson was convinced that 
Kattabomman had cleared most of the arrears, leaving only 1080 
pagodas as balance to be settled. 

 
Denied of courtesy, the palayakkarar and his minister 

Sivasubramania Pillai had to stand before the arrogant collector. Finally 
he directed them to stay inside the Ramanathapuram fort. Now a few 
sepoys appeared, apparently to arrest Kattabomman. But they escaped. 
At the gate of the fort a clash occurred, in which some including 
Lieutenant Clarke were killed. Siva subramania Pilai was taken prisoner 
but Kattabomman made his escape.  

 
After his return to Panchalamkurichi, Kattabomman wrote to the 

Madras Council blaming the attitude of Jackson for the scuffle. In the 
meantime Governor Edward Clive had issued a proclamation, inviting 
the palayakkarar to submit to the authority of the Company. In the event 
of surrender he assured a fair investigation into the Ramanathapuram 
incident. If he refused, he threatened Kattabomman with dire 
consequences. In response Kattabomman appeared before the committee 
which acquitted him of the charges of rebellion and condemned the 
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conduct of the collector. S.R. Lushington was appointed collector in the 
place of Jackson, who was eventually dismissed from service.  

 
However, Kattabomman remained irreconciled. At this time 

Marudu Pandiyan of Sivaganga along with Gopala Nayak of Dindigul 
and Yadul Nayak of Anamalai, was engaged in organising a 
Confederacy against the British. In view of the identity of interests 
Kattabomman and Marudu Pandiyan came closer.  

 
Kattabomman also established contact with the Sivagiri 

palayakkarar. While Panchalamkurichi was situated in an open plain 
and appeared vulnerable, the strategic location of the fort of Sivagiri at 
the foot of the Western Ghats and the formidable barriers around it 
rendered it eminently suited both for offensive and defensive operations. 
Thus in a bold attempt to strengthen his position an armed column 
consisting of the followers of Veera Pandiyan, the son of the 
Palayakkarar of Sivagiri and other allied chiefs, led by Dalawai 
Kumaraswami Nayak, moved towards the west. As the Palayakkarar of 
Sivagiri was a tributary to the Company, the Madras Governor‟s Council 
considered this as a challenge to its own authority and ordered the 
march of the army.  
In May 1799 Lord Wellesley issued orders from for the advance of forces 
from Trichirapalli, Thanjavur and Madurai to Tirunelveli. The 
Travancore troops joined the British. Major Bannerman, armed with 
extensive powers, effectively commanded the expedition.  

 
On 1 June 1799 Kattabomman, attended by 500 men, proceeded to 

Sivaganga. At Palayanur Kattabomman held deliberations with Marudu. 
Subsequently, joined by 500 armed men of Sivaganga, Kattabomman 
returned to Panjalamkurichi.  

 
The Palayakkarars of Nagalapuram, Mannarkottai, Powalli, 

Kolarpatti and Chennulgudi had already formed themselves into a 
combination due to the efforts of Marudu brothers. They asserted their 
rights to collect taxes from certain villages in the Company‟s territory. 
Kattabomman proceeded to join this league to take up its leadership by 
virtue of the influence that he wielded and the resources he possessed. 
Determined to strengthen this league, he persuaded the chieftains of 
Satur, Yezhayirampannai, Kadalgudi and Kulathoor to join it.  
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On 1 September 1799 Major Bannerman served an ultimatum 
directing Kattabomman to see him at Palayamkottai. As Kattabomman 
dodged Bannerman decided on military action. The Company army 
reached Panchalamkurichi on 5 September. 

 
Kattabomman‟s fort, 500 feet long and 300 feet broad, was 

constructed entirely of mud. The Company forces cut off the 
communications of the fort. Kattabomman‟s forces fought gallantly and 
successive attacks were repulsed. Colonel Welsh recorded in his 
memoirs the gallantry of Kattabomman's soldiers. The English ordered 
for the arrival of more troops. On 16 September reinforcements arrived 
from Palayamkottai. As the broken walls appeared vulnerable, the 
garrison evacuated and reached Kadalgudi. In a clash at Kalarpatti, 
Kattabomman‟s minister Sivasubramonia Pillai was taken prisoner. The 
British forces followed up their victory with the reduction of 
Nagalapuram and other strongholds of the defiant chiefs to submission. 
On the appearance of the army the western Palayakkarars too 
surrendered.  

 
Vijaya Ragunatha Tondaiman, Raja of Pudukottai, captured 

Kattabomman from the jungles of Kalapore and handed him over to the 
enemy. Upon the fall of the Palayakkarar into the hands of the enemy, 
his followers fled to Sivaganga and from there to the hills of Dindigul for 
taking service with Marudu Pandiyan and Gopala Nayak.  

 
Bannerman brought the prisoners to an assembly of the 

Palayakkarars and after a mockery of trial sentenced them to death. On 
16 October Veera Pandiya Kattabomman was tried before an assembly of 
Palayakkarars at Kayatar. Unmindful of impending death Kattabomman 
admitted all the charges levelled against him. He declared that he did 
send his armed men against Sivagiri and that he did fight the British 
troops in the battle at Panchalamkurichi. On 17 October Kattabomman 
was hanged to death at a conspicuous spot near the old fort of Kayatar. 
Kattabomman‟s heroic exploits were the subject of many folk ballads 
which kept his memory alive among the people. 

 
Marudu Brothers and the South Indian Rebellion of 1801  

 
By the treaty of 1772 the Arcot Nawab had authorized the 

Company to collect the Stalam Kaval and Desakaval. This affected the 
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Kaval chiefs in both the Palayakkarar and non-palaykkarar territories. 
The aggrieved kavalkarars and their chiefs had joined the palayakkarars 
in their fight against the Nawab and the Company. In Sivagangai, Vella 
Marudu and Chinna Marudu, who had taken over the administration 
from Periya Udaya Tevar, who died in battle against the Nawab‟s forces, 
expelled the forces of the Nawab and proclaimed Vellachi, daughter of 
Periya Udaya Tevar and Velu Nachiyar, as the queen of Sivagangai? The 
Marudus assumed the charge of the ministers. The temple of Kalayarkoil 
in the heart of the then Sivagangai forest became the rallying point of the 
rebels. When Umathurai reached Kamudhi after the execution of his 
brother Veera Pandiya Kattabomman, Chinna Marudu took him to 
Siruvayal, his capital.  

 
Now, Nawab Mohammad Ali released Muthuramalinga Thevar 

from jail and enthroned him as the Setupati of Ramanathapuram. But the 
rebels proclaimed Muthu Karuppa Thevar as their ruler. They occupied 
the southern and northern regions of the kingdom. The soldiers made 
their entry into Maduraitoo. In July Umathurai led his followers to 
Palayanad in Madurai and captured it. In 1801 both the Sivagangai and 
Ramanathapuram forces joined together under the command of 
Shevatha Thambi, the son of Chinna Marudu, and marched along the 
coast towards Thanjavur. Thereupon the distressed peasants in 
Thanjavur also joined the force of Shevatha Thambi. Captain William 
Blackburne, the resident of Thanjaur collected a force and defeated 
Shevatha Thambi near Mangudi. Serfoji, the raja of Thanjavur stood 
firmly by the British. Yet the fighters could elude the pursuit of the 
British troops by rapid movements, while laying the entire region waste.  
 
South Indian Rebellion 1801  

 
The victory over Tipu and Kattabomman had released British 

forces from several fronts to target the fighting forces in 
Ramanathapuram and Sivagangai. Thondaiman of Pudukottai had 
already joined the side of the Company. The Company had also 
succeeded in winning the support of the descendent of the former ruler 
of Sivagangai named Padmattur Woya Thevar. Woya Thevar was 
recognised by the Company as the legitimate ruler of Sivagangai. This 
divisive strategy split the royalist group, eventually demoralizing the 
fighting forces against the British.  
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In May 1801 a strong detachment under the command of P.A. 
Agnew commenced its operations. Marching through Manamadurai and 
Partibanur the Company forces occupied the rebel strongholds of 
Paramakudi. In the clashes that followed both sides suffered heavy 
losses. But the fighters‟ stubborn resistance and the Marudu brothers‟ 
heroic battles made the task of the British formidable. In the end the 
superior military strength andthe able commanders of the British army 
won the day. Following Umathurai‟s arrest Marudu brothers were 
captured from the Singampunary hills, and Shevathiah from Batlagundu 
and Doraiswamy, the son of Vellai Marudu from a village near Madurai. 
Chinna Marudu and his brother Vellai Marudu were executed at the fort 
of Tiruppatthur on 24 October 1801. Umathurai and Shevathiah, with 
several of their followers, were taken to Panchalamkurichi and beheaded 
on 16 November 1801. Seventy three rebels were banished to Penang in 
Malaya in April 1802.  
 
Theeran Chinnamalai  
 

The Kongu country comprising Salem, Coimbatore, Karur and 
Dindigul formed part of the Nayak kingdom of Madurai but had been 
annexed by the Wodayars of Mysore. After the fall of the Wodayars, 
these territories together with Mysore were controlled by the Mysore 
Sultans. As a result of the Third and Fourth Mysore wars the entire 
Kongu region passed into the hands of the English.  

 
Theeran Chinnamalai was a palayakkarar of Kongu country who 

fought the British East India Company. He wastrained by the French and 
Tipu. In his bid to launch an attack on the Company‟s fort in Coimbatore 
(1800), Chinnamalai tried taking the help of the Marudu brothers from 
Sivagangai. He also forged alliances with Gopal Nayak of Virupatchi; 
Appachi Gounder of Paramathi Velur; Joni Jon Kahan of Attur Salem; 
Kumaral Vellai of Perundurai and Varanavasi of Erode in fighting the 
Company.  

 
Chinnamalai‟s plans did not succeed as the Company stopped the 

reinforcements from the Marudu brothers. Also, Chinnamalai changed 
his plan and attacked the fort a day earlier. This led to the Company 
army executing 49 people. However, Chinnamalai escaped. Between 
1800 and July 31, 1805 when he was hanged, Chinnamalai continued to 
fight against the Company. Three of his battles are important: the 1801 
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battle on Cauvery banks, the 1802 battle in Odanilai and the 1804 battle 
in Arachalur. The last and the final one was in 1805. During the final 
battle, Chinnamalai was betrayed by his cook Chinnamalai and was 
hanged in Sivagiri fort.  
 
Vellore Revolt (1806)  

 
Vellore Revolt 1806 was the culmination of the attempts of the 

descendents of the dethroned kings and chieftains in south India to 
throw of the yoke of the British rule. After the suppression of revolt of 
Marudu brothers, they made Vellore the centre of their activity. The 
organizers of an Anti-British Confederacy continued their secret moves, 
as a result of which no fewer than 3,000 loyalists of Mysore sultans had 
settled either in the town of Vellore or in its vicinity. The garrison of 
Vellore itself consisted of many aggrieved persons, who had been 
reduced to dire straits as a sequel to loss of positions or whose properties 
had been confiscated or whose relatives were slain by theEnglish. Thus 
the Vellore Fort became the meeting ground of the rebel forces of south 
India. The sepoys and the migrants to Vellore held frequent 
deliberations, attended by the representatives of the sons of Tipu.  
 
Immediate Cause  

 
In the meantime, the English enforced certain innovations in the 

administration of the sepoy establishments. They prohibited all 
markings on the forehead which were intended to denote caste and 
religious, and directed the sepoys to cut their moustaches to a set 
pattern. Added to these, Adjutant General Agnew designed and 
introduced under his direct supervision a new model turban for the 
sepoys.  

 
The most obnoxious innovation in the new turban, from the Indian 

point of view, was the leather cockade. The cockade was made of animal 
skin. Pig skin was anathema to Muslims, while upper caste Hindus 
shunned anything to do with the cow‟s hide. To make matters worse the 
front part of the uniform had been converted into a cross.  

 
The order regarding whiskers, caste marks and earrings, which 

infringed the religious customs of both Hindu and Muslim soldiers, was 
justified on the grounds that, although they had not been prohibited 
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previously by any formal order, it had never been the practice in any 
well-regulated corps for the men to appear with them on parade.  

 
The first incident occurred in May 1806. The men in the 2nd 

battalion of the 4th regiment at Vellore refused to wear the new turban. 
When the matter was reported to the Governor by Col. Fancourt, 
commandant of the garrison, he ordered a band of the 19th Dragoons 
(Cavalry) to escort the rebels, against whom charges had been framed, to 
thePresidency for a trial. The 2nd battalion of the 4th regiment was 
replaced by the 2nd battalion of the 23rd regiment of Wallajahbad. The 
Court Martial tried 21 privates (a soldier of lower military rank)– 10 
Muslims and 11 Hindus–, for defiance. In pursuance of the Court Martial 
order two soldiers (a Muslim and a Hindu) were sentenced to receive 
900 lashes each and to be discharged from service.  

 
Despite signals of protest the Government decided to go ahead 

with the change, dismissing the grievance of Indian soldiers. Governor 
William Bentinck also believed that the „disinclination to wear the turban 
was becoming more feeble.‟  

Though it was initially claimed that the officers on duty observed 
nothing unusual during the night of July 9, it was later known that the 
English officer on duty did not go on his rounds and asked one of the 
Indian officers to do the duty and Jameder Sheik Kasim, later one of the 
principal accused, had done it. The leaders of the regiment, who were 
scheduled to have a field day on the morning of 10 July, used it as a 
pretext to sleep in the Fort on the night of 9 July. The Muslim native 
adjutant contrived to post as many of his followers as possible as guards 
within the Fort.  

 
Jamal-ud-din, one of the twelve princes of Tipu family, who was 

suspected to have played a key role in the revolt, kept telling them in 
secret parleys that the prince only required them to keep the fort for 
eight days before which time ten thousand would arrive to their 
support. He disclosed to them that letters had been written to 
dispossessed palayakkarars seeking their assistance. He also informed 
that there were several officers in the service of Purniah (Tipu‟s 
erstwhile minister) who were formerly in the Sultan‟s service and would 
undoubtedly join the standard. 

 
Outbreak of Revolt  
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At 2:00 a.m. on 10 July, the sentry at the main guard informed 

Corporal Piercy saying that a shot or two had been fired somewhere 
near the English barracks. Before Piercy could respond, the sepoys made 
a near simultaneous attack on the British guards, the British barracks 
and the officers‟ quarters in the Fort. In the European quarters the 
shutters were kept open, as they were the only means of ventilation from 
the summer heat. The rebels could easily fire the gun „through the 
barred windows on the Europeans, lying unprotected in their beds.‟ Fire 
was set to the European quarters. Detachments were posted to watch the 
dwellings of the European officers, ready to shoot anyone who came out. 
A part of the 1st regiment took possession of the magazines (place where 
gun powder and ball cartridges stored). A select band of 1st Regiment 
was making their rounds to massacre the European officers in their 
quarters.  

 
Thirteen officers were killed, in addition to several European 

conductors of ordnance. In the barracks, 82 privates died, and 91 were 
wounded.  

 
Major Armstrong of the 16th native infantry was passing outside 

the Fort when he heard the firing. He advanced to the glacis and asked 
what the firing meant. He was answered by a volley from the ramparts, 
killing him instantly. Major Coates, an officer of the English 
regimentwho was on duty outside the Fort, on hearing of the revolt tried 
to enter the Fort. As he was unable to make it, he sent off an officer, 
Captain Stevenson of 23rd, to Arcot with a letter addressed to Colonel 
Gillespie, who commanded the cavalry cantonment there. The letter 
reached Arcot, some 25 km away, at 6 a.m. Colonel Gillespie set out 
immediately, taking with him a squadron of the 19th dragoons under 
Captain Young, supported by a strong troop of the 7th cavalry under 
Lieutenant Woodhouse. He instructed Colonel Kennedy to follow him 
with the rest of the cavalry, leaving a detachment to protect the 
cantonment and to keep up the communication.  

 
When Colonel Gillespie arrived at the Vellore Fort at 9 a.m., he 

thought it prudent to await the arrival of the guns, since there was 
continuous firing. Soon the cavalry under Kennedy came from Arcot. It 
was about 10 o‟Clock. The gate was blown open with the galloper guns 
ofthe 19th dragoons under the direction of Lieutenant Blakiston. The 
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troops entered the place, headed by a squadron of the cavalry under 
Captain Skelton.  

 
The Gillespie‟s men were met by a severe crossfire. In the ensuing 

battle, Colonel Gillespie himself suffered bruises. The sepoys retreated. 
Hundreds escaped over the walls of the Fort, or threw down their arms 
and pleaded for mercy. Then the cavalry regiment assembled on the 
parade ground and resolved to pursue the fleeing soldiers, who were 
exiting towards the narrow passage of escape afforded by the sally port. 
A troop of dragoons and some native horsemen were sent round to 
intercept the fleeing soldiers. All the buildings in the Fort were searched, 
and mutineers found in them pitilessly slaughtered. Gillespie‟s men 
wanted to enter the building and take revenge on the princes, the 
instigators of the plot; but Lt. Colonel Marriott resisted the attempt of the 
dragoons to kill Tipu‟s sons. 

 
Colonel Gillespie is said to have brought the Fort under the 

possession of the English in about 15 minutes. Col. Harcourt 
(Commanding Officer at Wallajahbad) was appointed to the temporary 
command of Vellore on July 11. Harcourt assumed command of the 
garrison on 13 July, 1806 and clamped martial law. It was believed that 
the prompt and decisive action of Gillespie put an end to „the dangerous 
confederacy, and had the fort remained in the possession of the 
insurgents but a few days, they were certain of being joined by fifty 
thousand men from Mysore.‟  

 
But the obnoxious regulations to which the soldiers objected were 

withdrawn. The Mysore princes were ordered to be sent to Calcutta, as 
according the Commission of Inquiry, their complicity could not be 
established. They were removed from Vellore, on 20 August 1806. The 
higher tribunals of the Home Government held the chief authorities of 
Madras, namely the Governor, the Commander-in-Chief, and the 
Deputy Adjutant General, responsible for the bungling and ordered their 
recall.  

 
Vellore had its echoes in Hyderabad, Wallajahbad, Bangalore, 

Nandydurg, Palayamkottai, Bellary and Sankaridurg. Vellore Revolt had 
all the forebodings of Great Rebellion of 1857, if the word cartridge is 
substituted by cockade and Bahadur Shah and Nana Sahib could be read 
for Mysore Princes.  
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12th Std 
Unit – 2 Rise of Extremism and Swadeshi Movement 

 
Swadeshi Campaign in Tamil Nadu  
 

Swadeshi movement in Tamil Nadu, notably in Tirunelveli district, 
generated a lot of attention and support. While the Swadeshi movement 
in Tamil Nadu had an all India flavour, with collective anger against the 
British rule remaining the common thread, it was also underpinned by 
Tamil - pride and consciousness. There was a deep divide in the 
TamilNadu congress between the moderates and the extremists.  
 
(a) Development of Vernacular Oratory  
 

Initially, the movement was more of a reaction to the partition of 
Bengal and regular meetings were held to protest the partition. The 
speakers, in such meetings, spoke mostly in the vernacular language to 
an audience that included students, lawyers, and laborers at that time. 
The shift from English oratory to vernacular oratory was a significant 
development of this time, which had a huge impact on the mass politics 
in Tamil Nadu.  

 
Swadeshi meetings at the Marina beach in Madras were a regular 

sight. The Moore Market complex in Madras was another venue utilised 
for such gatherings. During the period (1905- 1907) there are police 
reports calling students dangerous and their activities as seditious. 
Europeans in public places were greeted bythe students with shouts of 
Vande Mataram. In 1907, Bipin Chandra Pal came to Madras and his 
speeches on the Madras Beach electrified the audience and won new 
converts to the nationalist cause. The visit had a profound impact all 
over Tamil Nadu. The public speeches in the Tamil language created an 
audience which was absent during the formative years of the political 
activities in Tamil Nadu.  
 
(b) V.O.C. and Swadeshi Steam Navigation Company (SSNC) 
 

The Swadeshi movement in Tamil Nadu came to national attention 
in 1906 when V.O. C h i d a m b a r a m mooted the idea of launching a 
swadeshi shipping venture in opposition to the monopoly of the British 
in navigation through the coast. 
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In 1906, V.O.C. registered a joint stock company called The 

Swadeshi Steam Navigation Company (SSNC) with a capital of Rs 10 
Lakh, divided into 40,000 shares of Rs. 25 each. Shares were open only to 
Indians, Ceylonese and other Asian nationals. V.O.C. purchased two 
steamships, S.S. Gallia and S.S. Lawoe. When in the other parts of India, 
the response to Swadeshi was limited to symbolic gestures of making 
candles and bangles, the idea of forging a Swadeshi Steam Navigation 
Company was really spectacular. V.O.C invoked the rich history of the 
region and the maritime glory of India‟s past and used it as a reference 
point to galvanize the public opinion in favour of a Swadeshi venture in 
the sea.  

The initiative of V.O.C. was lauded by the national leaders. 
Lokmanya Tilak wrote about the success of the Swadeshi Navigation 
Company in his papers Kesariand Mahratta. Aurobindo Ghose also 
lauded the Swadeshi efforts and helped to promote the sale of sharesof 
the company. The major shareholders included Pandithurai Thevar and 
Haji Fakir Mohamed. 
 

The initial response of the British administration was to ignore the 
Swadeshi company. As patronage for Swadeshi Company increased, the 
European officials exhibited blatant bias and racial partiality against the 
Swadeshi steamship. 
 

(c) The Coral Mill Strike  
 

After attending the session of the Indian National Congress at 
Surat, V.O.C. on his return decided to work on building a political 
organisation. While looking for an able orator, he came across 
Subramania Siva, a swadeshi preacher. From February to March 1907, 
both the leaders addressed meetings almost on a daily basis at the beach 
in Tuticorin, educating the people about swadeshi and the boycott 
campaign. The meetings were attended by thousands of people. These 
public gatherings were closely monitored by the administration.  

 
In 1908, the abject working and living conditions of the Coral Mill 

workers attracted the attention of V.O.C and Siva. In the next few days, 
both the leaders addressed the mill workers. In March 1908, the workers 
of the Coral Cotton Mills, inspired by the address went on strike. It was 
one of the earliest organised labour agitations in India.  
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The strike of the mill workers was fully backed by the nationalist 

newspapers. The mill owners, however, did not budge and was 
supported by the government which had decided to suppress the strike. 
To further increase the pressure on the workers, the leaders were 
prohibited from holding any meetings inTuticorin. Finally, the mill 
owners decided to negotiate with the workers and concede their 
demands 

.  
This victory of the workers generated excitement among the 

militants in Bengal and it was hailed by the newspapers in Bengal. For 
instance, Aurobindo Ghosh‟s Bande Matram hailed the strike as “forging 
a bond between educated class and the masses, which is the first great 
step towards swaraj…. Every victory of Indian labour is a victory for the 
nation….”  
 
(d) Subramania Bharati: Poet and Nationalist  
 

The growth of newspapers, both in English and Tamil language, 
aided the swadeshi movement in Tamil Nadu. G. Subramaniam was one 
of the first among the leaders to use newspapers to spread the nationalist 
message across a larger audience. Subramaniam, along with five others, 
founded The Hindu (in English) and Swadesamitran(which was the first 
ever Tamil daily). In 1906 a book was published by Subramaniam to 
condemn the British actions during the Congress Conference in Barsal. 
Swadesamitranextensively reported nationalist activities, particularly 
the news regarding V.O.C. and his speeches in Tuticorin.  

 
Subramania Bharati became the sub-editor 

ofSwadesamitranaround the time (1904) when Indian nationalism was 
looking for a fresh direction. Bharati was also editing Chakravartini, a 
Tamil monthly devoted to the cause of Indian women.  
 

Two events had a significant impact on Subramania Bharati. A 
meeting in 1905 with Sister Nivedita, an Irish woman and a disciple of 
Vivekananda, whom he referred to as Gurumani (teacher), greatly 
inspired his nationalist ideals. The churning within the Congress on the 
nature of engagement with the British rule was also a contributory 
factor. 
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As discussed earlier in this lesson, the militants ridiculed the 
mendicancy of the moderates who wanted to follow the constitutional 
methods. Bharati had little doubt, in his mind, that the British rule had to 
be challenged with a fresh approach and methods applied by the 
militant nationalists appealed to him more. For instance, his fascination 
with Tilak grew after the Surat session of the Congress in 1907. He 
translated into Tamil Tilak‟s Tenets of the New Party and a booklet on the 
Madras militants‟ trip to the Surat Congress in 1907. Bharati edited a 
Tamil weekly India, which became the voice of the radicals.  
 
 
 
(e) Arrest and imprisonment of V.O.C. and Subramania Siva  
 

On March 9, 1907, Bipin Chandra Pal was released from prison 
after serving a six-month jail sentence. The swadeshi leaders in Tamil 
Nadu planned to celebrate the day of his release as „Swarajya Day‟ in 
Tirunelveli. The local administration refused permission. V.O.C., 
Subramania Siva and Padmanabha Iyengar defied the ban and went 
ahead. They were arrested on March 12, 1908, on charges of sedition.  

 
The local public, angered over the arrest of the prominent 

swadeshi leaders, reacted violently. Shops were closed in a general show 
of defiance. The municipality building and the police station in 
Tirunelveli were set on fire. More importantly, the mill workers came 
out in large numbers to protest the arrest of swadeshi leaders. After a 
few incidents of confrontation with the protesting crowd, the police 
open fired, and four people were killed.  

 
On 7 July 1908, V.O.C. and Subramania Siva were found guilty and 

imprisoned on charges of sedition. Siva was awarded a sentence of 10 
years of transportation for his seditious speech whereas V.O.C. got a life 
term (20 years) for abetting him. V.O.C. was given anotherlife sentence 
for his own seditious speech. This draconian sentence reveals how 
seriously the Tirunelveli agitation was viewed by the government.  
 

In the aftermath of this incident, the repression of the British 
administration was not limited to the arrest of a few leaders. In fact, 
people who had actively participated in the protest were also punished 
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and a punitive tax was imposed on the people of Tirunelveli and 
Tuticorin. 
 

Excerpts from the Judgment in the case of King Emperor versus V.O.C. 
and Subramania Siva (4 November 1908).“It seems to me that sedition at 
any time is a most serious offense. It is true that the case is the first of its 
kind in the Presidency, but the present condition of other Presidencies 
where the crime seems to have secured a foothold would seem to 
indicate that light sentences of imprisonment of a few months or maybe 
a year or two are instances of misplaced leniency. ...The first object of a 
sentence is that it shall be deterrent not to the criminal alone but to 
others who feel any inclination to follow his example. Here we have to 
deal with a campaign of sedition which nearly ended in revolt. The 
accused are morally responsible for all the lives lost in quelling the riots 
that ensured on their arrest”. 

 
 

(f) Ashe Murder  
 

Repression of the Swadeshi efforts in Tuticorin and the subsequent 
arrest and humiliation of the swadeshi leaders generated anger among 
the youth. A plan was hatched to avenge the Tirunelveli event. A 
sustained campaign in the newspapers about the repressive measures of 
the British administration also played a decisive role in building people‟s 
anger against the administration.  
In June 1911, the collector of Tirunelveli, Robert Ashe, was shot dead at 
Maniyachi Railway station by Vanchinathan. Born in the Travancore 
state in 1880, he was employed as a forest guard at Punalur in the then 
Travancore 
state. He was one of the members of a radical group called Bharata Mata 
Association. The aim of the association was to kill the European officers 
and inspire Indians to revolt, which they believed would eventually lead 
to Swaraj. Vanchinathan was trained in the use of a revolver, as part of 
the mission, by V.V. Subramanianar in Pondicherry. 
 

After shooting Ashe at the Maniyachi Junction, Vanchinathan shot 
himself with the same pistol. A letter was found in his pocket which 
helps to understand the strands of inspiration for the revolutionaries like 
Vanchinathan.  
 


