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n a nutshell, the story of the twin
forts of Palamu is the story of a tribal kingdom that was once powerful
enough to have the Mughal empire
and the East India Company threatened by its military might. It is intertwined
with an incredible saga of bravery and sacrifice for the sake of one’s dignity. But sadly,
it is also a pathetic example of how we have
failed as a society in protecting our heritage. Today, these once celebrated forts are
in a pitiable state which is in stark contrast
with the glorious chapter of Indian history that they are a part of. The massive
structure with a unique design is gradually being reduced to rubble. And what’s
worse is that no serious efforts have been
made to prevent that from happening.
Even the very name Palamu comes
with a whole bag full of complex theories
and ideas. According to one school of
thinkers, it is a distortion of the Dravidian
word ‘pall-aam-u’ which means ‘tooth of
water’. The fact that the forts are close to
Auranga River goes in favour of this theory. Moreover, when flooded, the rocky
surface of river bed looks like jagged teeth.
According to another group of people, the
name of these forts has been derived from
the Hindi word ‘Palana’ which can refer to
either the act of fleeing or a place of refuge.
Yet another group argues that Palamu
comes from combining the words ‘Pala’
which means frost and ‘Mu’ which means
death. So, Palamu stands for death by frost.
Today, Palamu is known for two
things. One is its famous tiger reserve and
the other is that the twin forts are 500 years
old. Out of the two forts, the older one is
situated in plains while the newer one is
situated on a hill stop. Though there is no
reliable evidence to know with certainty
when the old forts were established, it is
believed that they were built by Rajput king
Raksel in 1562 and were invaded by the
Mughals in the year 1574.
But when Akbar died, Mughals started to lose their grip over the area. In the
year 1613, Anata Rai, who was a tribal chief
of the Chero community, conquered the
fort. That was the beginning of a new era.
Around the year 1619, the kingdom came
under Medini Rai, who was considered as
the greatest Chero ruler. At this time, the
fortification got several additional feature
and was under military vigilance.
The old fort was built over an area of
three square kilometres. It has three gates,
each of them seven feet in width. The fort
has been constructed with lime and surkhi
mortar. The external boundary walls of the
fort have been built with flat and long
bricks. The central gate is the largest of
three gates and is known as Singh Dwar.
On the south-western part of the fort,
which is surrounded by hills on three sides,
there is a small stream called the Kamadah
Jheel which was used by the women of the
royal family for their daily ablutions.
Between this stream and the fort there are
two watch towers (dom kilas) located on
the hill top which were used to track any
enemy intrusions. Of these two towers, one
tower houses a small temple of a goddess
called Devi Mandir.
It is believed that even after getting
defeated by the Mughals, Chero king
Medini Rai did not give up in spirit. This
is evident from the fact that in 1673, just
two years before his death, he had started building an even bigger fort for his son
Pratap Rai. The new fort was built at an
enviable location which covered all
aspects of a well protected citadel inside
a jungle. It was an ideal hub for a tribal
kingdom. However, the fort, popularly
known as the new fort of Palamu, is
believed to have been left incomplete.
The greatest attraction of this fort is
that its massive royal gate, known as
Nagpuri Darwaza, has been built in white
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and yellow sand stones. This special door
was meant for the entry of royals into the
fort. It has been built in typical Mughal
style. The gates, in particular, remind one
of the designs popular in the period of
Jahangir. There is an ‘Islamic arch’ at this
fort which boasts of various kinds of floral designs. The craftsmanship of those
designs is so perfect and well executed that
its measurement and presentation seems
fabulous. The upper and middle surface
of the arch and the borders running all
across the gate have also been decorated
with floral designs. The crown of the gate
depicts two elephant figures which hangs
like an extended part of the gate. These
figures have been embellished with exotic floral design. The gate is a unique blend
of Indo-Islamic architecture.
The next gate is made of stone and is

smaller in size. This gate has been partly
destroyed over time. On the slate-coloured
pillars, one can find writings in Persian and
Sanskrit. While some of these are still legible, some have been badly defaced in some
places. The edict clearly mentions name of
one Banamali Mishra, the court poet of
Raja Medini Rai. It also declares that this
fort was built by Medini Rai in 1673.The
Persian inscription was recently damaged
by some vandals. This gate is the biggest
archaeological attraction of this fort.
The fort is believed to have had several other stone gates and inscriptions.
Today, all that remains is a plethora of broken pieces. The fort also has remains of
what must have been several big and small
chambers. It gives some idea about how
soldiers must have been placed in each
chamber to protect the fort. In the South-

West side of the of the fort lies a bathing
place named Kamal Jheel. The area also
houses the remains of a small temple. This
fort has several open and secret exits. Many
of those are still accessible but are in bad
shape. A shadow of human negligence prevails in all parts of this massive structure
Coming back to the history of Palamu,
its story did not end in the Mughal era. It
remained a significant point of conflict even
when the East India Company was trying
to gain control over India. The glory of the
Chero kingdom started fading with the
death of Medini Rai. Pratap Rai did not
enjoy the old Chero dominance. After
Pratap Rai, kings like Rudra Rai, Dikpal Rai,
Shaeb Rai, Ranjit Rai, Devi Bateh and Jai
Kisan Rai attempted to regain complete control, but sadly, they failed. In year 1770, king
Chiranjit Rai tried to make the situation bet-

ter. But his cousin Gopal Rai tried to negotiate with the East India Company and overtake Palamu fort. In 1771, the Patna
Council of the British East India company
issued a summon to the Chero king to handover the forts on account of misrule.
A 10-day ultimatum was issued to
them. When that was not honoured, a
gory war took place on January 28,
1771. Under the leadership of Colonel
Camac, a member of British council of
the East India Company of Patna, the
fort was attacked. The Chero put a brave
fight before the East India Company.
Due to water scarcity at the new fort,
all of them had moved to old fort. This
gave Captain Camac a chance to capture
the new fort almost unopposed and its
geographical positioning gave the
British an edge against the tribals.

Realising the degree of efficiency of the
common Chero warriors and the superb
fortification of the structure, Captain
Camac was forced to call for more support
from Patna. It was answered with supply
of more powerful canons like 12 pound
canons and ammunition. Powered by
such additional infrastructure and equipment, the East India Company finally vanquished the Chero king and conquered
both the forts on March 19, 1771. On
March 21, 1771 after destroying all circles
of resistance, the East India Company
finally entered the old fort and with that
an era came to an end in that part of the
country. In April 1772, during the time of
great mutiny in 1857, these forts were captured by local rebellions and it became a
centre of strategy. However, as soon as
colonial rulers took over charge and ruthlessly crushed every single man who had
participated in the mutiny, these two forts
were also targeted and vandalised.
Today a big signboard of Jharkhand
Tourism is planted near the entry gate of
the Betla National Park. It directs the visitors towards Palamu Fort. However,
reaching the fort is nothing less than a
challenge. Although the roads are wide and
well maintained, a zigzag stream running
inside the forest is both tempting and dangerous. In several places, the signboards
planted by forest department remind you
that you are navigating in an elephant corridor and an encounter with a herd of wild
elephants is likely. This is not a notice to
ignore while going to Palamu Fort. After
all, the dilapidated fort inside a jungle is
often frequented by wild animals.
But if one manages to brave through
all of these hurdles and reach the fort, even
the remains of what Palamu once must
have been are enough to leave one mesmerised. It shows what modern-day
Jharkhand has been through in our glorious, collective past.

5 A > <  ?0 6 4 

,QGLDQHFRQRP\LQWLPHVRIUHVHUYDWLRQV

nfortunately, they did not
pay much attention to the
income side of the ledger,
even expecting it to take care of
itself with deficit financing. But
international credit ratings were
invariably low. India was looked
at as a poverty stricken thirdworld country with potential, but
masses of intractable problems to
overcome first. Borrowed money,
therefore, was not easy to come
by, not even from the multilateral
lending agencies, such as the
World Bank or the IMF, and came
almost always, when it did, tied
up in multiple strings. The cavalry
to the rescue in the early years,
and to an extent even now, was/is
the Soviet Union/Russia. It was
and is keen on exercising its hegemony over a strategically placed
country in South Asia. So the
USSR and Russia as its successor
negotiated barter deals, deferred
payments, and traded with us in
rupees and roubles as opposed to
US dollars. Iran, in difficulties
with the US sanctions today, sells
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us oil in rupees as well.
Socialism implicitly and
explicitly abhors notions of profit
and prescribes redistribution of
wealth, without however, addressing how to hold up the central
pole of the circus tent. So, in
effect, it snatched away the assets
and privileges of the rich and economically viable, without any
knowledge about how to make
and keep them productive. This
ended up killing the golden goose.
And Nehruvian socialism only
managed to redistribute degrees
of poverty. Elsewhere,
Communism collapsed altogether,
to be replaced by a state-run capitalist system or an oligarchy with
all its inequities accepted.
Britain, Nehru’s early model
for Fabian Socialism derived from
it, has not only declined steadily
over the years since WWII, but is
now on the point of disintegration
as a consequence of its ill thought
out backlash with Brexit.
To compound issues, the programme of caste-based quotas in

India, particularly by reserving
quantities of Government jobs, in
the absence of much of a private
sector, created further strains for
the economy. The idea was to
uplift the most downtrodden in a
highly pluralistic society. Over the
years, the sub-castes wanted their
pound of flesh, and so did the
religions, and the sects within
them. India, the sub-continent,
also contains many languages.
That they too were clamouring
for distinctions and advantaged
assistance is another story. One
that led to a number of new States
being formed to give vent to linguistic, cultural, and sometimes
religious aspirations.
This, in turn, gave birth to —
prematurely and probably without
meaning — both vote-bank politics and pseudo-secularism. And
probably, in a round-about way, to
the rise of Hindu nationalism that
has grown into the chief alternative in national and State politics.
But for the young Benjamin that
India was, when it graduated into
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Independence, it would undoubtedly have been much better, we
can see in hindsight, to have pursued strategies of high economic
growth under the banner of a
benevolent capitalism.
A getting it on with Elaine
and a happily ever after perhaps.

That might indeed have brought
forward the high growth rates
from the mid-Eighties. The economy, which was only truly
unshackled in 1991, still took
some years to shake off its chains.
What if it had received a no-nonsense boost in 1947 itself? For a
Left-wing Nehru languishing in
British jails for long years even as
the arch capitalist princely classes
colluded with the British, it was a
course he probably wasn’t even
willing to consider.
With the model being
American “individualism” and
its risks of boom and bust, would
we have forged ahead without
excessive state interference?
As a free market, Indian ingenuity and initiative, much appreciated today around the world,
would have flowered. We may
well have become the powerhouse of Asia, given our superior
geography and natural resources
in comparison to China.
If only the early Indian
Governments had stuck to secur-

ing our best interests amongst
the comity of nations instead of
trying to change the world order
to suit the have-nots. It might
have been the hard-nosed Patel
what-if, instead of the GandhiNehru rose-tinted what is.
But this is going into the
realm of what might have been
then, and might be again, given
the proclivities and the gradual
coming of age advantages this
nation enjoys in 2019. An economy on the way to becoming a
$5 trillion one before long, has
many options, and reservations
are the least of them.
As we have grown more populous, we also seem to have
become more prosperous. We
were a very poor and ravaged
country at Independence, with a
population of some 350 million
people, with low life expectancies
to boot. Today, we are more than
1.3 billion strong, enjoy food surpluses, and have recently doubled
our per capita income. This is
alongside being the fastest grow-

ing major economy in the world
with an average growth of 7.3 per
cent in GDP per annum. Our life
expectancy — despite massive
challenges yet in health, sanitation, and environmental issues —
has more than caught up with
that of developed nations.
Of course, in a successful
and thriving democracy such as
India, there may be populist
steps taken that will retard our
forward momentum from time
to time. This even acts as a corrective towards the inclusion of
those who might feel ignored or
left behind. Our socialist past
cannot be expected to exit the
stage without a few attempts to
survive after all. But, overall, the
inexorable logic of greater prosperity is a human desire to consolidate it and prepare for further growth. There is, therefore,
no reason to fear that Benjamin
will refuse to grow up and secure
his own pot of gold.
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