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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

The word kolkar features multiple times throughout the narratives of 

ancient and medieval south Indian history as the close associates of the feudal 

chief. In these narratives, they are invariably seen to be employed as personal 

guards and assistants of their feudal overlords. In the context of modern Kerala, the 

historical narratives evince them as the distinct police force formed by T H Baber to 

handle the opposition raised by Pazhassi Raja. More specifically, to those living in 

the villages of South Malabar, the word kolkaran meant a subordinate staff in the 

village office. One can further witness the transformation of this class through 

different periods in tune with the character of the contemporary state and 

bureaucracy. In other words, a researcher can perceive the transforming character 

of kolkar over a period in the historical narratives of Kerala. Such a context 

therefore prompts numerous questions to be raised pertaining to their identity and 

its dynamics ranging from who they actually were to what made them subject to 

these transformations. It is against this backdrop, an endeavour is made here to 

explore the history of this class of officers in the history of Malabar from 1800 to 

1947.  

Numerous detailed accounts have been articulated by both Indian and 

European historians pertaining to the European elements of colonial bureaucracy. 

Aspects like their social and educational background, professional training and 

service careers are generally studied in detail.1 However, one can spot lacunae in 

existing knowledge since no detail or elaborate studies have been conducted 

regarding the role of indigenous elements in the British Indian Civil Service. Even 

those few cursory studies conducted were mainly concentrated on elucidating the 

role of natives in the military and police departments. Hence, there is a wider scope 

                                                           
1  David Arnold, ‘Bureaucratic Recruitment and Subordination in Colonial India: The Madras 

Constabulary 1859-1947’ in Ranajith Guha (ed.), Subaltern Studies Vol. IV, Writings on South 
Asian History and Society, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 1985, p. 1.  
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for the study of the native elements in the British Indian Civil Service especially at 

the grass-root level. This study further assumes greater relevance given the fact 

that this land was entirely new to Europeans in terms of language, religion, culture, 

law and political institutions and that the administration of conquered territories 

was deemed near impossible without securing the cooperation of its natives.  

In every part of the world, colonial powers have depended heavily upon 

indigenous manpower and brainpower for running their administrative machinery.2 

The system of ‘discipline and surveillance’ followed by European governments 

necessitated the service of a regular bureaucracy. By the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, this system finds its way into the British East India Company’s 

territories of India. Removal of intermediaries and the direct subordination of the 

agrarian economy to the scrutiny and regulation of the state were the major 

objectives. The Ryotwari system implemented in major parts of the Madras 

Presidency was a prime example for the new regime in operation.3 Land revenue 

was the most important source of income to the Company during early years of 

administration. The appropriation of it was important both economically and 

politically. Hence, revenue administration was the first offshoot or arm of 

government to be made operational. For systematizing the land revenue 

administration in accordance with their needs, the British reorganized the structure 

of pre-colonial Indian villages.  

The British administration in India was a system of ‘alien few ruled the 

native many’. A small group of European officers in the Indian Civil Service, 

otherwise known as the covenanted service, with thousands of subordinate Indian 

servants, controlled the entire affairs of the government. There were about nine 

hundred covenanted servants who distributed from the central secretariat at the 

top to the districts at the bottom. As W. R Lawrence states, “while the English 

                                                           
2   Stephen P. Cohen, The Indian Army: Its Contribution to the Development of a Nation, University 

of California Press, London, 1971, p. 32.  
3  David Arnold, ‘Bureaucratic Recruitment and Subordination in Colonial India: The Madras 

Constabulary 1859-1947’, op. cit., p. 4.  
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district officers give impulse and the secretariat gave direction; the real 

administration was in the hands of the Indian officials”.4 Though Indians had 

freedom to take the entrance examination, their representation was nominal in the 

civil service. The British were able to rule India with a few European officers 

because of the support of some of the native subjects. Anil Seal has described them 

as ‘collaborators’.5 The support of the minority of the natives and the passivity of 

the majority was the reason for the success of the British Raj in India. The British 

administrative system in India was apparently an autocratic system. It was guided 

by the British higher-level bureaucracy and guarded by their ‘redcoats’. Below 

them was another system of Indian support and consent. It was functioned as a 

mediating agency between the commands of the government house and the 

obedience of the men in the fields.6 The Indians were ready to serve under the 

British regime due to a variety of reasons. Some wanted to keep a position of 

importance or hope of gaining such a position, some others for recognition in 

society and many others for economic gains. What some others wanted was that 

his neighbors should know that he had sat a certain time with the sahib.7 Anil Seal 

calls them collaborators as their actions fell into line with the purposes of the 

British.8 The foreign rulers prior to the British widely used the service of the 

natives. Like that, the British also required the support from a large body of native 

bureaucrats. Many of the subdivisions, and taluk divisions were administered by 

Indian officers who controlled another hierarchy of Indian officers down the village 

officers.  

The present study titled ‘An Agent of the State: Transformation of kolkar in 

Colonial Malabar, 1800-1947’ tries to analyse the ways and strategies implemented 

                                                           
4  W. R Lawrence, The India We Served, Cassel and Company Ltd., Landon, 1928, p. 113.  
5  Anil Seal, The Emergence of Indian Nationalism: Competition and Collaboration in the Later 

Nineteenth Century, Cambridge University Press, New York, 1971.  
6   Ibid., p. 12.  
7   W. R Lawrence, The India We Served, op. cit., pp. 113-14.  
8   Anil Seal, The Emergence of Indian Nationalism: Competition and Collaboration in the Later 

Nineteenth Century, op. cit., p. 9.  
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by the British for the administration of the villages of Malabar using the native 

servants. Almost all the servants in the taluks and villages of Malabar were natives 

of the region. The tahsildar and his assistants controlled the affairs of taluk 

divisions. There were three categories of village servants in Malabar named 

adhikari or village officer, menon or accountant and kolkaran or executive 

assistant. In the earlier period, kolkaranmar or kolkar worked both in villages and 

taluk divisions. Later, their service was limited to the villages as an executive 

assistant of the adhikari. The study focusses on how the kolkar became an 

important group of native servants under the British and how they were recruited 

and utilized by the colonial government to control the village communities of 

Malabar. It also tries to analyse the changes in their powers and functions from 

time to time.  

Throughout history, the recurrent theme of human history has been the 

control of man over man. However, the nature of this control and the methods 

employed for it differed from time to time. Such a control was aimed at 

establishing and maintaining unequal relationships.9 In the earlier stage of state 

formation, there was no need for any establishments like police or military to 

control the people as social control was the responsibility of individual citizens. In 

fact, village heads and his assistants, watch and ward committees etc., exercised 

control over society. Further, during this period, customs, traditions, moral values, 

religious beliefs and family bonds also contributed to maintain order in the society. 

In other words, kinship was the uniting factor in the society. In such societies, 

disputes were settled through negotiations and mediations. Loose forms of 

arbitrary courts functioned without formal proceedings and decisions were taken 

through consensus. However, the inability of such systems to control the situations 

like war and riots led to the development of military forces in due course to meet 

                                                           
 9  Anand A. Yang, The Limited Raj: Agrarian Relations in Colonial India, Saran District, 1793-1920, 

Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1989, p. 1.  
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such situations. The gradual development of police force for control over the 

society during times of peace was also a later phenomenon.  

On the other hand, state control stands for control over the resources of a 

region, including economic, intellectual, political and social. Appropriation of 

resources is possible only through control and force. Hence, the primary aim of 

every government in modern times is to develop a system of control, supervision 

and surveillance sufficient to the time and space. Not only in Malabar, but in India 

as a whole, the British government followed a system of modulating and re-

modulating the existing system of control and it passed through several stages of 

transformation. In Malabar, the transformation of the kolkar also was a part of this 

policy. Historical and cross-cultural factors contributed for this transformation.  

As noted earlier, the development of modern type of police system was a 

gradual process and is closely associated with the development of states. Such a 

change occurred because of the transition from the kinship-based society to a class 

dominated society. According to Rousseau, the state was conceived of originally by 

the rich man to protect himself against those who could attack his position.10 Cyril 

B. Robinson and Richard Scaglion have argued that the origin of modern police 

force is closely linked with development of economic specialization and differential 

access to resources.11 They developed their arguments on the basis of certain 

assumptions. They are: (a) the origin of a specialized police function depends upon 

the division of society into dominant and subordinate classes with antagonistic 

interests; (b) organized and specialized police force is seen in the societies 

politically organized as states; (c) In the period of transition there was an ongoing 

attempt to convert the social control or policing mechanism from an integral part 

of the community structure to an agent of the emerging dominant class; and (d) 

the new police force was used by the emerging dominant class as an instrument of 

                                                           
10  Ronald Cohen, ‘State Origins: A Reappraisal’ in Henri J. M Classen, Peter Skalnik (eds.), The Early 

State, Mouton Publishers, New York, 1978, p. 38.  
11  Cyril B. Robinson and Richard Scaglion, ‘The Origin and Development of Police Functions in 

Society: Notes Toward a Theory’ in Law and Society Review, Vol. 21, No. 1 (1987), p. 111.  
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the preservation of its control over restricted access to limited resources, over the 

political apparatus governing this access, and over the labour force necessary to 

provide the surplus upon which the dominant class lives.12 

Even though social stratification was an important correlate of early states, 

many scholars, while analysing the ancient societies of the world, have attributed 

evolutionary factors as reasons for such social changes. Nonetheless, the elements 

of the involvement of any power groups or interest of any particular classes were 

absent in such analyses. As a result, most of the writings about police and police 

functions in societies were concentrated on modern states. These studies have laid 

a starting point to analyse the entire societies in respect of policing and the 

involvement of interest groups in its transformation. In India, the deliberate effort 

for creating a police force was initiated by the colonial government and it was 

implemented for protecting their interests.  

Studies by various early Anthropologists that elucidate the emergence of 

bureaucratic agencies including police have invariably supported an evolutionary 

theory of state formation. Lewis Henry Morgan is the first prominent scholar to 

give a detailed analysis of state formation in the early period.13 According to him, 

the crucial point of societal change was the transition from stateless society to 

state society. Scholars like Frederic Engels and Morton H. Fried also explained the 

formation of early states in the evolutionary way. Engels described that before 

state formation society was divided into classes.14 According to him, technological 

development led to production of commodities beyond the needs of societies. 

Progress in technology and overproduction marked the end of primitive 

communism. Surplus production led to the beginning of exchange which in turn 

facilitated the specialization of labour, use of money and the growth of a new 

                                                           
12  Ibid.  
13  For details see Lewis H. Morgan, Ancient Society, Charles H Kerr and Company, Chicago, 1877.  
14  For details see, Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, EPUB, 

Penguin Books, London, 2010 (1884).  
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commercial capitalist class of middlemen who would profit from selling goods 

rather than producing them. This led to the rise of a powerful minority of 

entrepreneurs and a system of polarized antagonistic classes – the exploiters and 

the exploited.15 Laws backed by force were created to preserve the system. 

Scholars like Gordon Childe, Leslie White and Julian Steward have accepted this 

theory. Morton Fried, a twentieth century anthropologist, considerably modified 

the theory of Engels and other orthodox communist thinkers. He rejected the 

elements of commodity production or commercial capitalism as a constitutive 

factor for the rise of early states. Instead, societies could become stratified into 

rulers and ruled in a different way. He explained that stratification could have 

arisen from population growth which resulted in some kin-groups remaining in 

possession of the original richer lands like river bottom lands with fertile soil and 

abundant water and others became poorer and helpless in peripheral areas.16 

Though, Fried admitted the role of economic factor for the transformation of 

society, he superimposed the elements of favourable verses less-favourable 

ecological factors over the commodity production and commercial capitalism 

focused by the orthodox Marxian scholars.17 

The structure and functions of states were further modified by the process 

of industrialization. In every state, instead of village centered communities, urban 

communities began to develop. Social activities became more complex as 

development of trade unions, regulation of economic activities, access to life 

sustaining resources through salaries etc. made Industrial states as a separate kind 

of society with distinct political problems and adaptive solutions.18 This complexity 

in society was managed by the states by using a bureaucracy which was a privileged 

                                                           
15  Ibid., p. 4.  
16  Elman R. Service, ‘Obituary on Morton H. Fried’ in American Anthropologist New Series, Vol. 90. 

No. 1, March 1988, pp. 148-152.  
17  Ibid.  
18  Classen and Skalnik, The Early State, op. cit., p. 35.  
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class in the society and acted as an agent to the state. They also functioned as a link 

between the people and state.  

When British entered India as a colonial power, their primary aim was the 

appropriation of resources of India. To achieve this aim, they had to determine the 

extent to which India was a fundamentally different society and to what extent it 

possessed institutions similar to those of Europe. How far the Indians ought to be 

transformed and how far they should live according to the levels of their own 

culture had also to be determined. The British, during the eighteenth century, 

constructed their rule in India upon the intellectual foundations. The colonial 

ideologies like ‘Oriental Despotism’ and ‘Civilizing Mission’ guided the British 

administrators. Forces of liberalism, evangelicalism and capitalism also influenced 

British rule in India. By 1800, men like Warren Hastings, Lord Cornwallis, Edmund 

Burke and Thomas Munroe begun to lay out ordering principles for the British 

Indian Empire.19 During the eighteenth century the Company depended more on 

Indian intermediaries both in collection of revenue and administration of justice. 

This dependence frustrated the British superior officers. Company servants like 

William Jones suggested learning Sanskrit and Persian, compiling a complete digest 

of Indian laws and excluding pandits and Moulavis from the courts of justice as a 

remedy to this ‘evil’.20 In 1798, Jones published the ‘Digest’. Despite its publication, 

Hindu and Muslim legal advisors continued to serve in the British Indian courts until 

the end of the Company rule thereby prolonging the British frustration throughout 

this period.  

The dawn of the nineteenth century was marked by the spread of 

romanticism in England. Its concern for individual introspection and focus on 

emotions and glories of the past challenged many of the reforms in the Cornwallis 

system. Instead of a limited government, the Romantics in India believed in an 

                                                           
19  Thomas R. Metcalf, Ideologies of the Raj, Cambridge University Press, New Delhi, 2018 (1995),  

p. 2 
20  Ibid., p. 23.  
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active government. For this they sought to make the district collector, instead of 

judge, the central figure of British administration. They rejected the role of landed 

intermediaries in the administration. By 1800, the district collector became the 

central figure of Indian governance and a systematic bureaucracy also began to 

evolve. For getting more intimate knowledge about India the government initiated 

many detailed surveys that subsequently defined British comprehension of India 

and its people. For instance, the report of Francis Buchanan helped the Company to 

rule Malabar based more on direct observation and measurement than depending 

on the local chiefs and landlords. They followed a policy of adapting with the 

existing system and transform it gradually in accordance with their needs. Every 

element of Indian society and politics passed through this transformation process.  

Indian Villages 

India was a land of villages from the ancient period itself where people lived 

as communities. Baden Powell defined villages as a group of land holdings, usually, 

with a central aggregate of resources and the inhabitants of which have certain 

relations and some kind of union or bond of common government.21 Gradually, 

modifications happened in the structure of Indian villages. But the basic elements 

of villages remained the same. Morison argues that many archaic elements existed 

in Indian villages even in the British period. Agricultural lands in the villages were 

owned either by individual landlord or by family groups or tribes.22 Powell admits 

that the types of villages defined above were not seen in the districts like Malabar 

and Canara where we find individuals or group of connected families with separate 

land holdings. In Malabar, there was no word for ‘village’, and the word thara 

meant street was used to identify a family group and its dependencies.23 Here for 

the purpose of administration, these thara divisions were grouped into circles 

called villages under headmen or chiefs for the need of state management. The 

                                                           
21  B. H Baden Powell, Land Systems of British India, Vol. I, Clarendon Press, London, 1892, p. 97.  
22  Theodore Morison, The Economic Transition in India, John Murray, London, 1911, p. 38.  
23  Baden Powell, Land Systems of British India, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 106.  
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newly appointed headmen, initially, like in the customary villages in other parts of 

India, collected revenue share to the government, preserved law and order, and 

administered justice. Generally, headmen of Indian villages were either tribal heads 

or leading landowners of villages as they always enjoyed a higher status than the 

other inhabitants of the village.  

In Ancient India, formation of villages was the result of natural instincts. 

Grouping of men was essential in North India to prepare lands for agriculture by 

clearing forests and protecting crops from wild animals. They had also to prevent 

the raids of hill-tribe men and local robbers. In places where there were no hills 

and forests, the structure of villages was slightly different. It was the hard work of 

villagers which fed and clothed the people of the land. Village was the smallest 

economic and political unit. Every village was a self-sufficient economic unit. 

Division of labour was existed among the villagers. Some read the Holy Scriptures, 

some were the administrators, some tilled the land, and some others produced 

ploughs and sickles. The weavers supplied clothes, the potters made utensils, and 

the cobbler, the washer man, the barber and the grocer, each carried on their 

special trade.24 Each village had its market days, its fairs and festivals and temples 

for worship. In every village, there were shady trees under which the headmen and 

other elders meet to transact their business.25 These self-sufficient villages lived in 

harmony and every inhabitant made his own contribution to the wellbeing of the 

entire community.  

The harmonious divisions of labour in community gradually shifted to 

unhealthy destructions. Love for integration gave place to love for position and 

power. The collective outlook gave way to the tendency on the part of the 

individual to dominate his co-villagers economically and in other ways.26 The need 

                                                           
24  Manual for Village Level Workers, Community Project Administration, Planning Commission, 

Government of India, New Delhi, 1953, p. 1.  
25  M. Elphinstone, The History of India, Vol. I, John Murray, London, 1843, p. 334.  
26  Ibid.  
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for protection from internal and external threats forced the inhabitants to concede 

before the dominant group. When a tract of land was brought under the control of 

a central power there arise the needs to meet the demands of the revenue agents 

of the ruler. Each member of the community was obliged to pay a share for the 

purpose of protection and security. The collection of revenue by the ruler or village 

head and his responsibility to protect the people necessitated the introduction of 

certain systems or regulations, not written, in the society. There was a group of 

members of the villages for deciding matters. Before the coming of dynasties and 

rulers, villages had their own Panchayats or committee of elders functioned in a 

democratic way to arbitrate the grievances of the villagers. The panchayath 

divisions oversaw maintaining peace and order in the villages. Thus, the villages 

had its own administrative systems. Though dynasties and rulers came one after 

another, the basic structure of Indian villages remained unchanged. The village 

panchayath of ancient India was distinctively effective local organization which 

gave decisions on communal matters, decided civil disputes and punished 

offenders by imposing reparation and fine.27 In the administration of land revenue 

village communities and its heads had important role. Service of village heads was 

important in the collection of revenue and keeping necessary accounts. There were 

servants for collection of revenue, supervision of production, supply of water to 

agricultural land and for the protection of life and property of the inhabitants of 

the villages. In every ancient Indian village, there were twelve village servants 

called the barabooloty or ‘twelve men’.28 Among them the first five only rendered 

service to the government or were recognized as parts of revenue administration.29 

Village headman was the first and most important among them. In villages, 

whether formed under traditional customs or later creation by colonists and 

                                                           
27  John Mathai, Village Government in British India, T. Fisher Unwin Ltd., London, 1915, p. ix.  
28  Manual of the Administration of the Madras Presidency, hereafter MAMP, Vol. I, Government 

Press, Madras, 1885, p. 154.  
29  The ‘barabooloty’ were (1) Village headmen (2) Curnum or accountant (3) Shroff or Notagar (4) 

Neergunty (5) Joty or Taliyary (6) Potter (7) Smith (8) Jeweller (9) Carpenter (10) Barber (11) 
Washer man (12) Astrologer. See ibid. Also see T. Morrison, The Economic Transition in India, op. 
cit., p. 39.  
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settlers, it was natural that a man should take the lead as the representative of the 

village.30 When states were formed, the headmen had to watch the cultivation of 

land and threshing centers for fixing and collecting the state share. It brought him 

closer to the rulers. Naturally, he became a state officer and representative of the 

state in the villages. The office of headmen soon acquired a hereditary status. In 

course of time, there were ups and downs in the importance of the office of village 

headmen and their emoluments under different rulers and dynasties. But one fact 

is clear that headmen in villages were inevitable to rulers of all regions of India and 

that office survived when many other institutions of village had disappeared. In 

every village, from where the ruler collected a share had a headman. In the early 

texts, village headmen were mentioned as the gramadhikar and later a variety of 

names like patel, mandal, pradhan, mukhaddam and lambradar were used to 

identify them.31 In Malabar, names like desavazhi, desadkikari, mukhyasta, and 

adhikari were used for the headmen. When functions of the state expanded, the 

duties and responsibilities of the village headmen increased. It transformed the 

nature of the office by many additions and deletions. When the size of the villages 

increased, the headmen needed assistants like accountants and peons as upkeep of 

collection of information from a vast area was impossible by a single person.  

It is well known that India witnessed a series of immigrations of various 

tribes and races, through land and sea, stretches back into the remote past. All 

groups of people lived depending upon land and naturally there was a system of 

cultivation, collection and distribution of produces. At a later stage when 

complexities arose, there was the need of policing and judiciary.  

The Research Problem 

 The kolkaran can be seen in the pre-colonial and colonial records as being 

attached with the state in the feudal system of Malabar. This staff of the state has 

                                                           
30  Baden Powell, Land Systems of British India, Vol. I, op . cit., p. 253.  
31  Ibid.  
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been travelling through the feudal society, Mysorean administration, the rule of 

the East India Company, the British governance and post-independence period in 

the history of Malabar. With their image continuously changing over the period, 

the study looks to explore and map their transformation in detail as this would also 

explain their gradual disappearance from the circles of authority and power by the 

period of independence in India.  

The kolkaran had been a very familiar term to the people of Malabar till the 

end of the twentieth century. After independence, kolkaran was a field assistant in 

village offices. His duties were to assist the adhikari or village officer and menon or 

accountant in collection of revenue, survey and measurement of land. Kolkaran is 

also a term which can be spotted multiple times in most records of the British 

period. He is mentioned in many correspondence records of Pazhassi Raja too.32 

The name itself shows the nature of the job and symbol of this servant. While the 

term kol means a staff or rode, the word kolkaran refers to a ‘man with a rode or 

staff’. The meaning of the word kolkaran in the Malayalam lexicon pertains to 

either a peon, or bodyguard, or one who bear the rode of power.33 During the rule 

of the Poligars of Tamil region, a servant named kavalkaran was employed in 

villages to extend their power to remote villages. These Kavalkar acted as the 

agents of the Poligars in villages.34 However, the villages in Malabar were not like 

the villages in other parts of South India. Agricultural lands were scattered in 

Malabar. Thus, the security of the agricultural land in Malabar was not as much 

important and it was not possible like in other parts. But village servants were 

essential for other duties like revenue collection and supervisory duties. Just like 

the kavalkar, the kolkar did similar duties in Malabar. Here kolkar were the agents 

                                                           
32  Pazhassi Raja was a feudatory in Malabar who fought against the East India Company in the end 

of the eighteenth century. For Details see Joseph Skaria (ed.), Pazhassi Rekhakal, D. C Books, 
Kottayam, 1994.  

33  Sreekanteswaram G. Padmanabha Pillai, Sabdatharavali (32 ed.), Sahitya Pravarthaka Co-
operative Society, Kottayam, 2008, p. 680.  

34  Bishop R. Caldwell, A History of Tinnevelly, Asian Educational Services, New Delhi, 1989, p. 104.  
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of the local rulers during the pre-British period and later served in the same 

capacity for the British.  

Under the British, the kolkar underwent many stages of transformation. In 

the beginning of British rule, kolkar were a class of attenders and messengers of 

the native rulers and chiefs. But the British realized the importance of this group in 

the interior villages of Malabar. Hence, the colonial administrators made them a 

part of the bureaucracy of Malabar. The service of the kolkar to the colonial 

government varied from time to time. They were a class of servants worked in the 

grass root level with military, police, revenue and judicial duties. When the British 

used the kolkar for a variety of duties, the native chiefs and raja chiefs during the 

colonial period used them for duties like revenue collection and transferring 

messages. Under the local rulers the post of kolkaran was considered as the lowest 

one. In an editorial of the Mithavathi newspaper, the editor expressed his 

discontent with the Samoothiri of Kozhikode in avoiding ezhava community 

members even to the post of a kolkaran.35 Quite against this, under the British, 

kolkar had a key role in the day-to-day affairs of the government in all departments 

in the early stage and later in the village administration.  

It is against such a backdrop that the present study aims to examine the role 

of the kolkar as an agent of the state in a bureaucratic set up. It also attempts to 

analyse the impact of British rule in Malabar villages by exploring different stages in 

the transformation of kolkar. While an agent literally means a person, who acts on 

behalf of another person or group, a bureaucracy stands for an instrument of the 

government to implement its plans in the order of priority and importance. 

Colonial governments have generally recruited public servants who then formed a 

bureaucracy to meet the colonial needs. Likewise, in Malabar, for a long period, the 

kolkar mainly performed policing and revenue duties, especially in the villages. 

                                                           
35  The Mithavathi, July 1915, p. 4.  
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Though the basic idea behind the formation of a police force was enforcement of 

‘rule of law’, colonial police force made use of kolkar far beyond that measure.  

In British India, a central model of police force was operational only after a 

hundred years of colonial administration. Till that time, colonial policing was based 

on local needs. Police power was occasionally used to supplement the legal process 

as well. However, in Malabar, besides the revenue and crime control functions, the 

kolkar also performed political functions. They were considered as the agents of 

the state because the political will of the colonial state was reflected in the villages 

through them. The colonial rulers implemented their will in the Malabar villages 

through the officers called Adhikari officials and in the thaluk divisions through the 

tahsildar. The kolkar functioned under both these officers. Almost all servants in 

villages and thaluk divisions were native inhabitants and thereby the British could 

easily keep away from the discontent of the people. Thus, the kolkar served as an 

agent of the state at the grass-root level under the supervision of Indian masters.  

Area of Study 

The term ‘Malabar’ used in the foreign notices of first and second 

millennium A. D does not stand for a specific geographical region, as mentioned in 

this thesis. The name ‘Malabar’ was not in general use among the indigenous 

people. It was used by foreigners and English-speaking natives. The ordinary name 

used was ‘Malayalam’ or ‘Malayam’ which means hilly region. Foreign travellers 

and traders who visited the region at different times used the term Malabar to 

specify the entire region of coastal Kerala. There is no consensus among scholars 

on the etymology of the name Malabar. Innes and Evans opine that Al Biruni was 

the first to call the country Malabar.36 Words like Manibar, Malibar and Menibar 

are some other variants used by travellers to mention the land. But it is agreeable 

that the word was derived from mala, a Dravidian word which means hill and a 

                                                           
36  Innes and Evans, Malabar, Vol. I and II, The State Editor, Kerala Gazetteers, 

Thiruvananthapuram, 1997 (1908), p. 2.  
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Persian or Arabic word barr which means a country. In short, Malabar meant ‘land 

of hills’. Nieuhoff, in his accounts on Malabar, refers it as the land of speaking 

‘Malabar’ language.37 It starts from fifty league south of Goa and extends up to 

Kanyakumari.38 The Graeco-Roman description of the first millennium about 

Malabar was limited to certain ports of Kerala coast and trade activities through 

these ports. Malabar, as conceived in the Graeco-Roman descriptions of the first 

millennium or in that of the travellers of the second millennium, was not a single 

political entity.39 The ports visited by the traders and travellers were under 

different rulers. The political fragmentation that existed in Malabar Coast was not 

visible in other similar coastal regions.40 From the ancient period itself, sea trade 

flourished all over the world and as Malabar was a coastal region, many merchants 

and travellers visited the place and narrated its geography, fauna-flora, rivers, 

mountains, people and their culture. Due to the scarcity of indigenous written 

sources, these travelogues and other records of foreigners were used by historians 

and scholars to construct the history of ancient and medieval Kerala.41 They were 

used to corroborate the evidences available in indigenous literature and vice versa. 

The celebrated classical geographers, Pliny and the author of the Periplus of the 

Erythraean Sea, who visited India in the 1st century A. D, made reference about 

Kerala. Pliny called the Kerala rulers as ‘celebothras’ and Periplus as ‘keprobotos’.42 

                                                           
37  John Nieuhoff was a Dutch representative deputed to carry on trade negotiations with the kings 

and chiefs of Malabar. He travelled through Kerala from 1662 to 1664 and described about the 
land in his ‘Travels and Voyages’ composed in Dutch language. For details see K. Sivasankaran 
Nair, Nieuhoff Kanda Keralam (Malayalam), Kerala Gazetteers Department, 
Thiruvananthapuram, 1996, and Suranad P. N Kunjan Pillai, ed., Malabar in the Eyes of 
Travellers, Thiruvananthapuram, 1940, pp. 60-82.  

38  K. Sivasankaran Nair, Nieuhoff Kanda Keralam, op. cit., p. 43.  
39  K. N Ganesh, Reflections on Pre Modern Kerala, Cosmo Books, Thrissur, 2016, p. 14.  
40  Ibid.  
41  For a long period political history was the major concern of historians and for this they 

depended mainly written sources. When the trend was shifted to socio-economic history, more 
importance was given to ethnographic, archaeological and epigraphic sources. For details see R. 
S Sharma’s Rethinking India’s Past, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2009, pp. 23-45.  

42  G. W. B Huntingford (ed.), The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, The Hakluyt Society, London, 
1980, p. 155.  
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Many other travellers who visited the place in the first and second millennium also 

wrote about Malabar. But those were descriptions about almost the entire Kerala.  

The geographical region that becomes the core of this study is colonial 

Malabar. However, it did not comprise the entire area of the above-mentioned 

Malabar. It includes the area which came directly under the British rule from 1800 

to 1947. Ward and Conner outline a picture of the geographical boundaries of 

British Malabar. On the northern side, it was bounded by the district of Canara, on 

the east by those of Coorg and Mysore. On the south-east, the boundary of 

Malabar was Coimbatore and on south, Cochin. 43 It in fact comprised a total area 

of 6262 square miles. The land was separated from other parts on the eastern side 

by the Western Ghats and on the west by the Arabian Sea. More notably, the 

breadth of Malabar varies from place to place. At the extreme south, it was less 

than five miles and in the middle part it was above seventy miles.44 Further, there 

were nine taluks in Malabar proper. They were Chirakkal, Kottayam, Kurumbranad, 

Calicut, Eranad, Walluvanad, Ponnani and Palakkad. Cochin taluk also was a part of 

Malabar under the British. It includes the town of British Cochin and some estates 

within the area of Cochin State.  

Period of Study 

The period selected for this study is from A. D 1800 to A. D 1947. It was in 

1800, Malabar province was put under the control of Madras Presidency. In 1792, 

through the treaty of Sreerangapattanam, Malabar was ceded to the British East 

India Company by Tipu Sulthan. From 1792 to 1800, the territory was under the 

supervision of the Governor of Bombay. Commissioners and supervisors controlled 

the administration of Malabar during this period. When the district was transferred 

to the Madras Presidency, Collectors were appointed to rule the district. From that 

                                                           
43  Ward and Conner, A Descriptive Memoire of Malabar, Collectorate Press, Calicut, 1906, p. 1.  
44   Innes and Evans, Malabar, Vol. I and II, op. cit., p. 1.  
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period onwards, a regular system of administration began in Malabar. The upper 

lock period is 1947, the year of end of the British rule in Malabar and India.  

Significance of the Study 

British Malabar, the geographical area under study, was directly ruled by 

the British for more than a century. The period brought unprecedented imprints 

upon the political, social, cultural and economic life of Malabar. Many age-old 

customs and beliefs of the people were gradually transformed during the period. 

The administrative system of the region was subjected to a thorough 

reorganization. The British started their rule by absorbing the local elements of 

governments up to the taluk level. At the same time, they transformed the system 

in accordance with colonial needs. Many changes that took place during the period 

in different sectors of government were the result of the deliberate efforts of the 

colonial administrators. However, some others were the indirect results of these 

efforts. As this study mainly focusses on the role of the kolkar under the British, it 

examines the role of this group of servants in different departments from village to 

the district level. Such an examination provides a vivid picture of the involvement 

of the native inhabitants as public servants under the colonial bureaucratic system 

to safeguard the interests of an exploitative government. While subsequently 

analysing this aspect, it is also pertinent to observe influence of contemporary 

social and political environment on policing and revenue administration of Malabar 

villages. Further, it is interesting and germane to collect and record information 

about the administration of villages in matters of revenue, police and judiciary as 

they combinedly formed the most important concerns of governments at all times. 

Such an approach helps one to compare, analyse as well as draw parallels in the 

context of present-day society. This study opens many areas for further studies as 

well. For instance, the village administration of Malabar during the British period is 

one area to be studied in detail. The impact of different rules and regulations 

introduced by the colonial government upon the people of villages are also worthy 

of further examination and analysis. It is also important to study in detail, how the 
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colonial village administrative system made its imprint on the national movement 

of Malabar.  

Objectives of the Study 

The present study has the following objectives- 

1. To understand the space of kolkar in pre-colonial Malabar  

2. To analyse the method of recruitment, training, nature of service and 

remuneration.  

3. To evaluate the class representation of the kolkar during the colonial 

period.  

4. To understand the structure of village administration during the British 

period.  

5. To evaluate the changes in the role of the kolkar in villages of British 

Malabar.  

6. To find out the service of the kolkar in the suppression of anti-British 

struggles of the natives.  

7. To analyse the change in the economic condition and social status of the 

kolkar during the colonial period.  

8. To explain the transformation of the kolkar according to the changes in the 

approaches of the British towards the government of Malabar.  

9. To evaluate how far the concept of an ‘agent’ was relevant with respect to 

the class of kolkar.  
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Hypothesis 

The following hypotheses are the basis of the present study – 

1. The kolkar assisted the landlords in Malabar to assess and collect land tax 

during the pre-colonial period.  

2. During the pre-colonial period, the kolkar came from the upper castes.  

3. During the colonial period, the kolkar discharged military duties.  

4. The general tendencies of petty tyranny, corruption and brutality of police 

forces were reflected in the services of kolkar.  

5. The Company rulers recruited kolkar from all communities.  

6. The kolkar lost their social status in the later colonial period.  

Review of Literature 

Though nobody has attempted to explore this issue in Kerala history, a 

limited number of studies have endeavored to examine the kolkar in suppressing 

the Pazhassi Revolt of Wynad. The History of Tellicherry Factory written by 

Professor K. K. N. Kurup is an example. A. Sreedhara Menon in his A Survey of 

Kerala History describes the kolkar in connection with the Pazhassi Revolt. William 

Logan’s Malabar Manual provides some reference about the kolkar during the pre-

colonial period. He has in fact furnished a description on the role of the kolkar in 

suppressing the Pazhassi Revolt.  

The Village Government in British India, by John Mathai is a work which 

deals with the general structure of village administration in British India. This work 

was published in 1915. It hardly provides any substantial details about Malabar 

villages or the role of kolkar in Malabar. The chapters titled, ‘watch and ward’ and 

‘administration of justice’ give some clues about the village administration of 
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Malabar. In this work, references are given about village police and judicial 

administration of Madras Presidency.  

The 1923 book, The Moplah Rebellion, 1921, written by C. Gopalan Nair 

gives some references about kolkar and Adhikari people. The descriptions made by 

the author in this work helps to develop an idea about the approach of the ordinary 

people, especially the mappila opposition towards the village officials of Malabar. 

Many adhikari and kolkar officials were attacked or killed by the strikers during the 

period of the struggle of 1921. Hindu village officials thus left their villages during 

the period of revolt.45 

Many Europeans, especially the British Indian administrators, in their 

reports and narratives did comment about kolkar and their services in various 

capacities to the maintenance of British power in Malabar. The earlier reports like, 

Joint Commissioners Report of 1792-93, Munroe’s Report, Graeme’s Report, T. L 

Strange’s Report, Frazer Report etc., has made many valuable references about the 

police, judicial and revenue administration of Malabar and about the kolkar. The 

book titled, The Administration of the East India Company by J. W. Kaye helps to 

get an idea about the general approach of the Company towards India and Indian 

affairs. The third volume of the History of the Madras Army by W. J. Wilson 

published in 1883, includes some descriptions about the events of Malabar during 

the period of Pazhassi Rebellion. The Malabar Gazetteer by Innes and Evans gives 

some information about the Malabar villages and the kolkar. Like Logan’s Manual, 

this work also describes about the police and military duties done by the kolkar of 

North Malabar during the period of the Pazhassi revolt. The Volume III of The Land 

Systems of British India by Baden Powell, provides some details about the revenue 

administration of Malabar during the pre-British and British periods. But no details 

about the kolkar are available from this work. The second volume of the Manual of 

the Administration of the Madras Presidency published in 1885 detailed about the 

                                                           
45   C. Gopalan Nair, The Moplah Rebellion, 1921, Norman Printing Bureau, Calicut, 1923, pp. 28-29.  
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revenue administration and village structure of Malabar, before and during the 

British period. But it does not explain about the kolkar or other village servants in 

detail. Some South Indian Villages edited by Gilbert Slater is a work composed of 

case studies about some selected villages of British Malabar. It helps to get an idea 

about the system of village administration in Malabar during that period. Police 

Power and Colonial Rule: Madras 1859- 1957, is a work written by David Arnold. It 

discusses the history of colonial police in Madras. It also deals with the system of 

rural policing in the Madras province.  

Thomas R. Metcalf’s Ideologies of the Raj helps to construct a theoretical 

framework of the study. It deals with the relation of British political ideologies and 

its impact on the administration of India. Anil Seal’s Emergence of Indian 

Nationalism also is a work of this kind. It exposes the neo-classical interpretation of 

colonialism in India. The Limited Raj of Anand A. Yang is a work describing about 

the system of control and collaboration worked out by the British in India. He 

explained it by examining the developments in Saran districts of Bihar. The 

examples of Saran district are applicable to Malabar also.  

Many works on South India deal with the revenue and village administration 

during and before the British period. The works of authors like K. A. Nilakanta 

Sastri, K. Rajayyan, Noboru Karashima, Y. Subbarayalu and Kesavan Veluthat are 

important among them. These works help to develop some ideas about the 

evolution of village servants in South India. K. A. Nilakanta Sastri’s A History of 

South India is one of the earliest works on South Indian polity. It describes about 

the use of measuring rods or kol in the region.  

The Early Medieval in South India by Kesavan Veluthat deals with medieval 

Tamilakam and Kerala. State and society, land relations and social stratifications of 

the period were explained in this work. Y. Subbarayalu’s South India under the 

Cholas is another important work related to this study. It explains about the 
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measurement, classification and assessment of land during the Chola period with 

the support of inscriptions.  

M. G. S Narayanan’s Perumals of Kerala is an important work which narrates 

the political condition of early medieval Kerala. It helps to form a picture about the 

development of many institutions of government which became a system during 

the later period. A Tragic Decade in Kerala History by T. P Sankarankutty Nair gives 

a general picture about the political condition of Malabar during the pre-colonial 

period and in the initial years of Company’s rule. K. N Panikkar’s Against Lord and 

State and M. Gangadharan’s Malabar Rebellion help to get an idea about the issues 

related to the revenue administration and problems of Malabar peasants in the 

beginning of the nineteenth century.  

The Pazhassi Rekhakal and Thalasseri Rekhakal, two important works edited 

by Dr. Skariah Joseph are highly useful to know about the history, social life, state 

and judiciary of Malabar during the early years of the Colonial period. Both these 

works are the collection of correspondences among the Company administrators 

and native chiefs of Malabar.  

Sources and Methodology 

Scientific, historical and interdisciplinary methods have been adopted for 

this study. Both primary and secondary sources were critically analysed. Primary 

sources comprise archival sources, newspaper reports, journals and manuscripts. 

Field visits and oral testimonies have also been meticulously depended upon. 

Primary sources were accessed from different archives and libraries of inside and 

outside Kerala. The National Archives, New Delhi, State Archives of Tamil Nadu, 

Egmore, Chennai, State Archives of Kerala, Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala State 

Regional Archives, Kozhikode, Kerala are some of the important repositories from 

where primary sources have been collected. The History Department Archives of 

Calicut University, Centre for Kerala Studies, University of Kerala, 

Thiruvananthapuram, Sree Chithra Thirunal Library Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala 
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Institute of Local Administration (KILA) Library, Thrissur and Appan Tampuran 

Library, Ayyanthole, Thrissur have also helped to access some valuable sources for 

the study. Archival records of Regional Archives Kozhikode contributed much for 

the completion of the study. Correspondence files, revenue records, police files, 

Andaman colonisation files and many other confidential files related to British 

Malabar available at the Kerala State Regional Archives Kozhikode were used for 

this study. The general administration reports, police administration reports, 

Madras Gazettes, Malabar District Gazettes and Malabar Special Police records 

have been consulted. Interviews with the family members of adhikari officials and 

kolkar who worked under the British helped to augment this study. Secondary 

sources were collected from Connemara Public Library, Egmore, Chennai, 

Theosophical Society Library, Madurai, Tamil Nadu, Kerala University Library, 

Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala Legislature Library, Thiruvananthapuram, History 

Department Library, Government Victoria College, Palakkad, C. H. Mohammed 

Koya Library, University of Calicut, History Department Library, University of 

Calicut, and General library, SNGS College Pattambi.  

Organisation of the Study 

The study is divided into seven chapters including the ‘Introduction’ and 

‘Conclusion’. Instead of adhering to a thematic pattern, a chronological order is 

accepted for the arrangement of chapters. The first chapter is entitled 

‘Introduction’.  

The second chapter, ‘The State and Resource Collection’, deals with the 

evolution of village administration and rural policing in India. It offers an overview 

of the progress and transformation of the system of village administration and 

methods of revenue collection practiced by different rulers of India at various 

times. The chapter provides an overview of village administration and revenue 

collection of the Harappan, Vedic, Mauryan and post-Mauryan, Sultanate, Mughal 

and Satavahana periods of Indian history. The developments in rural administration 
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of South India from the Tamilakam period are also described with much focus. The 

development of measurement of land, use of different types of kol or rods, kaval 

system, development of village power groups and coming up of a visible power 

centre are also discussed. The changes brought in by the Mysore rulers in land 

administration of Malabar also have been included in this chapter.  

The third chapter titled, ‘The Beginning of the kolkar Force’ deals with the 

developments related to the absorption of the kolkar into the Company service and 

consequent formation of the kolkar force. The initial troubles faced by the 

Company administrators and various trial and error measures adopted by the 

government from 1792 to 1816 have been detailed in this chapter. The Pazhassi 

Revolt and the resistances of the Mappila chiefs of Malabar are also illustrated. The 

formation of Watson’s Corps and the role of kolkar in suppressing the disturbances 

of the period are discussed.  

The fourth chapter, ‘Recruitment, Service and Payment’ discusses the 

strategies and procedures followed by the British for the recruitment of the natives 

to the government services. It focuses on the recruitment of the kolkar in the 

village and taluk services. It also deals with the nature of the service of the kolkar, 

pay and perks, recruitment parameters and difference of policies and approach of 

administrative heads in the recruitment process, deployment and payment. The 

risk involved in the service of the kolkar and the rewards by the government for 

their meritorious service are also delineated in this chapter.  

The fifth chapter, ‘Under the East India Company’ deals with the rules and 

regulations introduced by the English East India Company in the administration of 

revenue, police and judiciary, and how that transformed the kolkar and their 

services. The developments in villages and taluks until 1858 are analyzed here. The 

regulations passed by the Company from year to year, the reforms of Thomas 

Munro, recommendations of Graeme, reforms under Canolly and formation of a 

special police force in the 1850s are elaborated here. Moot questions like how 
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these events influenced the transformation of the kolkar, how they became a 

powerful group, what role they played in the suppression of the Mappila agitations 

of the region are also discussed in this chapter.  

Chapter six of this study ‘An Agent of the State’ deals with the changes in the 

nature of service of the kolkar after 1858. During the period between 1858 and 

1947, Malabar had been under the direct control of the British government. Many 

changes took place in the administration of revenue, police and judiciary during 

this period. Naturally, the village government also underwent many changes. Such 

changes had its impact upon the kolkar. The land surveys and settlements, reforms 

in the field of revenue collection, formation of village panchayath courts, the 

struggle of 1921, and the growth of National Movement are discussed in this 

chapter in connection with the transformation of the kolkar.  

Chapter seven is entitled ‘Conclusion’. The observations and opinions of the 

researcher about the topic are explained here. A detailed bibliography, glossary, 

abbreviations, and an appendix are also attached for further exploration and as 

evidence for sources consulted during the study.  
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Chapter 2 

The State and Resource Collection 
 

Introduction 

 The kolkar were the new tool of state intervention identified by the East 

India Company in Malabar after 1792. It was this group which helped the Company 

government to collect revenue and perform police duties in a totally unfamiliar 

geographical territory. It is in this backdrop, an examination of the evolution of 

revenue and police administrations in different regions and states of pre-colonial 

India with special reference to South India is made in this chapter.  

 The basic requirement for the formation of a state is its control over 

resources. It includes both natural resources and human resources. From the very 

beginning of human history a form of control existed. At first it was based on 

kinship and the clan heads controlled the resources of their group. Though there 

was no coercion, the clan members were subordinate to their chief. Gradually, 

when social life became more complex, there was an instinct among people to 

develop a system for the smooth functioning of society. This instinct led to the 

development of initial form of states and its peripheral components like military, 

police, law, judiciary and administration of revenue. Resource was an essential 

thing for the maintenance of different organs of the state. To get control over the 

resources of a region, the state had to protect the interests of the people. The most 

important among them was protection of life and property, which was made 

possible by the agencies like police and military. These agencies were used by state 

for the subordination and suppression of the people. As revenue collection was the 

most important aim of a state, the police, military, judiciary and revenue 

departments worked in cooperation or as a single department. Land was the most 

important source of revenue to the rulers of ancient, medieval and early modern 
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period and so all developments related to state were centered on control over land 

and its resources. Trade and commerce was secondary concern of those states.  

Control of Resources in Pre-Colonial India 

 As elsewhere in the world, in India also the system of appropriation of 

resources and the mechanism for the control of the subordinate class was a 

gradual process. Vastness of territory and existence of heterogeneous types of 

states caused for the evolution of a variety of system of appropriation. From the 

time of Harappan culture to the second half of the eighteenth century, the period 

when the British had got political control over the territories of Bengal, India 

witnessed the rule of hundreds of rajas, chieftains and emperors. As this study is 

about the transformation of the kolkar, a group of servants mainly deputed for 

revenue collection and police duties in the villages and taluks of colonial Malabar, it 

is useful to examine the transformation of the system of administration of Indian 

villages in different periods before the coming of the British.  

 Archaeological evidences proved that a planned system of administration 

existed in India during the period of Harappan culture which originated in the 

north-western part of Indian subcontinent in the third millennium B C. The town 

planning and religious life of the people were exemplified by historians for the 

existence of an organized state system. Planned constructions and trade contacts 

with distant regions led to the postulation that the Harappans had a developed 

state organization. 1 Scholars had difference of opinion about the nature of 

Harappan state. Some opines that they had a state controlled by priests, while 

some others had the opinion that the Harappan state was controlled by traders. 

Their script has not yet been deciphered and so all statements about the nature of 

state are mere speculations.  
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 Written sources mingled with myths and legends galore about Vedic age. In 

the Vedic period great changes took place in the nature of state. State in the early 

Vedic period was tribal. 2 Kinship bonds united communities. Gradually economic 

complexities entered into the society and kinship was shifted to kingship. The 

system of chaturvarnya brought stratification of society. Division of society into 

master class and subordinate class necessitated the introduction of law and law 

implementing agencies. Another change was that the king became the owner of 

land. The first important indication of the process by which king claims the 

ownership of the soil is found in Manusmriti. 3 It describes king as mahipati or ‘lord 

of the earth’. Katyayana calls the king as bhuswamin or ‘owner of the earth’. 4 

Many synonyms like kshitindra, kshitipati, prithwipati, vasudheswara and mahipati 

are used in many Sanskrit and Jain works of the period. It shows that by the close of 

the Vedic period, king became the sole master of the land. It also reveals that ruler 

was protector of the land than the protector of the people. Soil, whether arable, 

pastoral or forest brought income to the king. When land became a source of 

income to the king, it was essential to appoint officers and agents to manage or 

supervise it. To ensure the receipt of king’s share from land, proper system of land 

and assessment and revenue administration was to be introduced. Institutions like 

judiciary, police and army were needed. Law and surveillance over lawbreakers 

were also essential. The ‘Santiparva’ of Mahabharata presented occasional 

speculations about the origin of states. But it explains that creation of law and state 

is the result of the involvement of god. Such speculations without the support of 

scientific reasoning are not acceptable to academic community. Anyway, several 

kingdoms came into being in North India towards the end of the Vedic period. The 

strength of territorial monarchy was derived from the tax they collected from the 

land. An official called bhagadugha is mentioned in the later Vedic texts who was 
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authorized to collect king’s share of the produce. 5 The income from taxes enabled 

the rulers to appoint more officers. Full-fledged territorial states with multiple 

types of officers developed during the period of mahajanapada. The growth of 

mahajanapada during the pre-Mauryan period owed a great deal to the income 

from land tax as it was a permanent source of income to royal treasuries. New 

taxes like bhaga and kara were collected during this period. The fertility of the soil 

of the Gangetic valley helped for the rise of a rich class of peasants. They were able 

to pay taxes to the state. Besides the peasants, traders and artisans also were tax-

paying classes during this period. When the income from taxation increased, the 

expense of the state also began to increase. States were in search of more and 

more income through taxation. Naturally oppressive measures were followed by 

most rulers to meet their needs for money. Two types of officers called tundiya and 

akasiya were described in the Jataka stories as collectors of tax either by beating 

and binding them or by dispossessing them of their earnings.6 There were many 

other references for kings accumulating wealth by indiscreet fund raising 

measures. Instead of one tax collector, bhagadugha in the later Vedic period, at 

least half a dozen revenue collecting officers are mentioned in the Buddhist 

literatures of the pre-Mauryan period.  

 Along with the growth of taxation administrative machinery of the states 

also began to develop. Ministers and advisors were appointed to assist the king. In 

the countryside local administration was entrusted with village headmen. 

Previously these persons were leaders of tribal militia. When states were founded, 

these tribal military leaders of villages were incorporated to the state machinery 

and they were known by several names like gramadhyaksha, gramani and gramika. 

In the Buddhist literature, it is described that there were 80, 000 gramika staff 

during the time of Bimbisara, the ruler of ‘Haryanka’ dynasty of Magadha.7 Though 
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the figure is an exaggeration, it is evident that villages and village administration 

were an important concern of every state in the post-Vedic period. Some states 

followed republican form of government and some others embraced monarchy. 

Whatever was the type of state there needed huge amount of money for the day to 

day affairs of the state and so the rulers used force and suppressive measures to 

collect taxes. Village headman and his assistants became an important instrument 

for the collection of taxes. Accountants, messengers, tax collectors, water 

suppliers, and village police were important among the assistants of headmen. It is 

clear that administrative machinery from the village to centre became complex and 

the power of the state became strong.  

 Along with the development of states, urban centeres also began to 

develop in North India. State capitals and trade centeres developed into towns and 

cities. Growth of population and expansion of agriculture resulted in surplus 

production. Agricultural surplus in the villages provided food for townspeople who 

did not produce their own food. Urbanization and the formation of states are 

dependent on the realization of a surplus in production and on the methods by 

which this was made possible.8 Surplus production had to be gathered and 

distributed and an effective agency was needed to control it. Surplus production 

also necessitated storing and transportation of goods. People wanted security to 

their products from robbers and natural calamities. When a minority came forward 

to control and supervised the economic activities and gave protection to their life 

and property, it was acceptable to the larger society. Thus the elements of state 

began to penetrate from the centre to remote villages.  

 When agriculture was well established, tribal groups settled down to 

agriculture and gramani became head of village with multiple functions under a 

central authority. Different titles like gramabhojaka and gramika were attributed 

to him. They assessed and collected taxes from the villages and maintained law and 
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order in their locality. Collection of taxes and maintenance of law and order were 

possible by use of power and oppression. There was no regularised system or 

centralized law for this. Village headmen used their own ways to achieve their 

objectives. The guiding factors were customs and traditions. To administer the 

villages, headmen must appoint assistants. Their duties were to collect taxes, 

observe the law and order issues and reporting of important matters to the 

headman. It is obvious that a person with the duties of collection of government 

share and maintenance of law and order had to keep in hand some weapons and 

symbol of power. The most common and possible weapon at that time to a village 

assistant was nothing but stick or rode. Gradually, it became a symbol of their 

power. Rulers and their representatives in the provinces and other sub-divisions 

also used it as a symbol of their power and special privileges. When land became a 

property under the king, its measurement, though not much accurate, was needed 

for assigning it to the agents of the king and to fix the revenue. Sticks with specific 

measurements were used to measure the land and fix tax. Men with the duty of 

measuring land always had a stick with them.  

Rod or kol in Arthasasthra 

 Village administrative system began to shape in the pre-Mauryan states and 

it reached in a mature stage during the Maurya and Gupta periods. Mauryan 

Empire, the first largest empire in India had elaborate administrative machinery. 

With the help of a huge army, the Maurya rule achieved political supremacy over 

the whole of India except the extreme south. Chandra Gupta Maurya, under the 

guidance of Kautilya, introduced many political and economic reforms. Many of 

their reforms were experiments upon already existing systems. Kautilya in his 

Arthasasthra pictures an ideal king and kingdom in his dream. All aspects of 

statecraft were described in detail in this work which divided into fifteen books. 

Section I, chapter IV of book I establishes the importance of wealth. Agriculture, 

cattle-rearing and trade constitute the economy of the state as it yields grain, 

cattle, money, forest produce and labour. By these the king can bring under his 
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sway, his own people. The enemies also can be put under his control by the use of 

money and army. Here Kautilya focuses on the use of rod or danda by the king. The 

proper wielding of rod is essential for the king to ensure the pursuit of philosophy, 

the Vedas and economics.9 Proper administration of the rod constitute for the 

acquisition of the things not possessed, preservation of the things possessed and 

augmentation of the possessed things. The maintenance of law and order is also 

depending on it.  

Kautilya, by quoting the ancient teachers, states that no other weapon is 

effective like the rode to subjugate the beings. So the king should always keep 

lifted up the rod to strike, for the orderly maintenance of worldly life. The use of 

rode in a sensible way will bring spiritual good, material well-being and pleasure of 

senses to the subjects. The unjust use of rod will enrage all people including the 

ascetics. A king who is not using the rode means lawlessness in the kingdom. So the 

king who uses the rode in a sensible way will last long. From this theory of Kautilya 

came the concept of dandaniti or law of the rod. Here rod simply denotes power of 

the king. He can exercise the power by using force. For that the kings need money 

and military. The danda or stick became the symbol of power. It was used from the 

centre to the villages. To the upper level officers it was only a symbol of power, 

while in the villages it was both a symbol of power and a weapon for action. The 

village servants used their rods to beat the people to subdue them.  

 As in the earlier times villages were the real centres of social life and 

important units of empire’s economy. The Arthasasthra endorses the importance 

of village headmen and many inscriptions in the provinces refer the names of 

village headmen. Besides the tax collection, military and police duties, village 

headmen organized works of public utility and recreation, settled the disputes 

among the villagers, and acted as trustees for the property of minors.10 Kautilya 

gave great importance to spy system and efficiency of the secret service under the 
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government. Spies were recruited and deputed to strategically important places to 

prevent any conspiracy against the empire. Arthasasthra reveals that royal control 

was exercised in a large area of the empire. Mauryan period witnessed the 

introduction of many new taxes collected from peasants artisans and traders. For 

the administration of this an efficient machinery of officers was needed from 

centre to villages. Assessment, collection and storage were the important tasks. 

The Mauryan rulers attached more importance to assessment than storage.11 There 

were rural storehouses to preserve the taxes collected in kinds. The rural 

storehouses were to meet the situations of famine and draught. The supervision 

and protection of rural storehouses were the duties of village headmen, his 

accountant and other assistants.  

Changes in the Post-Mauryan Period  

 Post-Mauryan period witnessed many changes in the administrative system 

and land relations of north India. Instead of centralization of power during the 

Maurya period, decentralization became the practice of rulers. The Satavahana, an 

important dynasty which ruled the Deccan after the decline of the Mauryan 

Empire, started the practice of donating lands with fiscal and administrative powers 

to Brahmins and Buddhist monks. It weakened the central authority. Initially the 

lands granted to the priests and other religious institutions had only the privilege of 

tax exemption. But gradually the administrative power of these regions also was 

surrendered to them. Royal officials were instructed not to interfere in the 

administration of the donated field or villages. Naturally the village officials like 

headmen, accountant and other assistants of headmen became the servants of 

landlords or priests. They conducted the village affairs according to the will of their 

masters. Most headmen were landlords. So the severity of oppression increased. 

An important aftereffect of land grant system was expansion of agriculture and 

increase in the number of village units. Unlike the Maurya, the Satvahana rule had 
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no vast bureaucracy to regulate agriculture, trade or any other economic activities. 

Expansion of trade and agriculture depended on individual efforts.12 Hence, the 

protection of agricultural fields, commodities and store houses was the 

responsibility of private entrepreneurs. They evolved their own methods of 

supervision, control and policing of their locality. It caused for regional variations in 

the structure of village administration.  

 The Gupta rulers did not possess a large professional army or an elaborate 

and organized bureaucracy.13 The volume of granting land to priests and temples 

were increased during the period and it caused for the decentralization of 

administrative authority. Increasing popularity of land grants led to the emergence 

of a class of land lords who became intermediaries between the state and the 

peasants. The landlords leased their lands to cultivators for rent. They appointed 

their own assistants for the collection of rent. Coercive measures were used for the 

collection of rent and landlords used armed staff for it. These landlords became the 

officers of law and order in the villages and the inhabitants obeyed them either by 

fear or by respect. The villages granted to the beneficiaries could not be entered by 

royal agents and the beneficiaries were also empowered to punish criminals. 

Feudal elements were more visible in north India during the Gupta time. Because 

of the expansion of land grant system the Guptas had no need of any elaborate 

bureaucracy to rule the kingdom. The land grant system caused for the expansion 

of agriculture. The land owners forced the villagers and tribal people to work in the 

agricultural field. Forced labour or vishti was a recognized system during the Gupta 

period. It was possible only by using tools of power and the landowners maintained 

their own guards for this. Difficult jobs like clearing of forests and preparation of 

new lands for agriculture were done by this forced labour. Harsha, who ruled north 

India in the first half of the 7th century A D, also promoted granting lands to priests 
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and officers. All these shows that there was a powerful apparatus working as the 

hands and wings of the state to perform these desired actions.  

Changing Land Relations 

 The period between the collapse of Harsha’s empire and the beginning of 

the regime of the Delhi Sultans, from 648 to 1206 A. D, no Indian states were able 

to achieve an imperial position or a high degree of centralization. It was a period of 

the decline of the centralized states and the rise of localized aristocracies. During 

the period big landholders cultivated vast area of agricultural land by hired 

labourers. A part of their produce was surrendered to the king’s men, 

intermediaries or other rural sovereigns. R. S Sharma describes this period as the 

period of growing ‘Indian feudalism’.14 Similar political structure had existed in 

south India also and it gave the basis for the theory of ‘segmentary state’ by Burton 

Stein.15 

 The growth of Indian feudalism was related to certain changes in the caste 

system. Caste division became more rigid during this period. Humiliating disabilities 

were imposed upon the lower communities. It was to subjugate them and exploit 

their physical power for increasing production. Landholders and their assistants 

belonged to upper castes. Alberuni, who visited north India in the first half of the 

11th century, attested the inferior status of some occupational groups.16 Changes in 

land relations and social hierarchy brought changes in the system of village 

administration. Instead of a central authority, the village heads and their assistants 

were recruited, supervised and controlled by native chiefs, princes or zamindar.  
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State Control under the Muslim Rule 

 From the thirteenth century to the eighteenth century, a major part of India 

was ruled by rulers who followed Islamic faith. The first three centuries were the 

period of Delhi Sultanate and it was followed by the Mughals. The Bahmanis ruled 

the Deccan region for a short period. Most important feature of the medieval 

period was the entry of many Persian elements into the state and administration of 

India. It was started during the Delhi Sultanate and continued under the Mughal 

rulers.  

Delhi Sultanate 

 The Sultanate period in India witnessed many changes in the land relations. 

The control of the central authority over the provinces and villages were also 

changed during the period. As related to the tax resources and the nature of 

kingship, the Sultanate period was different from its predecessors. The early 

Sultanate rulers introduced the iqta system in India. Under this system the land of 

the state was divided into many iqta and assigned to the soldiers, government 

officers and nobles. Holders of the Iqta were called muqti or wali and they were 

required to maintain troops for royal service. The expense for the maintenance of 

the troops had to meet from the revenue of the land assigned. The remaining land 

called khalisa was under the direct control of the sultan. At the beginning, the iqta 

was based on salary of the employee or military chief. The surplus revenue, if any, 

was required to pay in the royal treasury. Many nobles and military leaders led 

luxurious life by the income from their iqta lands. As the early Sultanate rulers 

could not control the nobles, they exploited the peasants and coerced a major 

share of their produce. But Alauddin Khalji, who established the first all India 

empire after the Maurya rulers, curtailed the powers of the nobles and the village 

headmen. The small iqta holders were put under the direct control of the central 

government. The Khalji period witnessed the consolidation of the administration of 

the Sultanate. The simple arrangements for revenue collection which existed in 
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earlier period were considerably modified. The iqta holders had lost absolute 

control over the revenues of their land.17 The vastness of the empire provided 

larger income to the ruler and by using this income Alauddin maintained a strong 

central government. The expansion policy was continued by the Tuglaq rulers. In 

order to control the larger Iqta holders, called the muqaddam, revenue charges 

were separated from the military command.18 It provoked the nobility and 

outbreaks started in provinces and finally it led to the disintegration of the 

Sultanate.  

Mughal Period 

 During the Mughal period, central judicial and police system applied up to 

the cities. The kotwal were the officers in charge of police in towns and cities. He 

was the head of the police as well as the officer in charge of the entire 

administration of the city. His duties and responsibilities were almost equal to the 

nagaraka of the Mauryan period. In the districts faujdar were in charge of civil, 

police and military jurisdiction. They acted as the assistants of amil. The Mughal 

rulers did not enforce their police and judicial system into the villages. Villages had 

the freedom to retain their caste and village panchayats under its headmen.19 They 

administered petty disputes of religious, social, civil and criminal. Religious or caste 

usages and customary laws were the basis on which the village headmen settled 

the disputes. Respect of the villagers towards public opinion was the basis of the 

authority of the headmen. The village headmen and their subordinate watchmen 

called chaukidar were responsible for the prevention and detection of crimes in 

villages. The headmen had to find out the thieves or robbers within a time limit. 

Otherwise, they had to compensate the loss to the individual. The entire village 

was responsible for the loss of property by a theft or gang robbery. This system was 

                                                           
17  Irfan Habib, Essays in Indian History: Towards a Marxist Perception, Tulika Books, New Delhi, 

2007, p. 83.  
18  Irfan Habib, Medieval India: The Study of a Civilization, op. cit., p. 58.  
19  Jagadish Narayan Sarkar, Mughal Polity, Idarah-i Adabiyat-i, Delhi, 1984, p. 209.  



 39 

very strict under Sher Shah, but the Mughal rulers were not so vigorous to 

implement it. Village watchmen system in India from the very ancient period 

continued to exist in the Mughal period. For thousands of years they were the 

servants of the village community. Their remuneration was grains and no money 

payment was allowed during the Mughal period. They were responsible to report 

the matters to the zamindar in the village assigned to them and to the faujdar, the 

officer in charge of the villages under the direct control of the emperor. When the 

Mughal state broke down, there were no more faujdar offices and the allegiance of 

the watchmen usually reverted to the zamindar.20 Generally village headmen were 

either the zamindar people themselves or their relatives. Hence, the affairs of the 

villages were supervised by the zamindar. They were the heads of police and 

judicial administration in their region. Cornwallis abolished the police and judicial 

powers of the zamindar and the village watchmen were put under the newly 

created police officers called darogahs.  

The system of measuring land had existed in the Mughal period. The share 

of the agricultural produce to the government was assessed after measuring the 

land under each crop. The productivity of the land was calculated by sample cutting 

at the time of harvest and according to that the tax rate was fixed. It can be 

assumed that in villages, zamindars or village heads had done the duty of 

measuring and assessing the land revenue also.  

Legacy of South India  

 The transformation of the polity and society of South India was considerably 

different from that of North India. Centralized administration and the concept of 

empire were experienced by the North from an earlier period. There had been 

multiple stages of transitions in North India. But in South India, things proceeded 

on different ways. Unlike North India, sources for the study of South India during 
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the ancient period are very limited. The archaeological evidences were the sole 

source for the study of pre-Tamilakam period. So the scope for knowledge about 

the system of production, distribution and appropriation of surplus was very little. 

Along with the archaeological and literary sources, the Sangham period is 

supplemented by numismatic evidence from Roman coins and descriptions by 

Greek and Roman travellers. The society of Tamilakam in the Sangam age was kin-

based. The basic unit was ur or village with few families living in small huts. Each ur 

was under its own head man. Growth of population in different eco-zones of the 

region, surplus production and growth of exchange brought basic changes in the 

structure of society. By using the surplus the headmen of the ur and the chieftains 

of the natu became powerful.21 The society was developed beyond clan kin 

network. Products were redistributed in three levels corresponding to the three 

categories of chiefly powers, namely the ventar, velir and kizhar.22 The ventar were 

the chieftains of the three major lineages, Chera, Chola and Pandya, velir were 

minor chieftains with martial connections with the ventar and the kizhar were the 

chief households of the cultivating area.23 The producers were controlled by the 

chiefs and headmen by monopolizing the surplus. The monopoly over production 

was possible only by using power. For this, the chieftains developed instruments 

like army and officials.  

 The bards known as panar, by receiving gifts from the chieftains travelled 

through villages and sang the songs praising their masters.24 Such Tamil heroic 

songs were the basis for our knowledge about the political system of Tamilakam. 

The poems address ventar as kavalar or protector of the settlers. The ruler would 

exact something from the settlers for the protection offered by him. All the three 
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ventar are referred to in the poems with the term iraivan which means one who 

exacts. The returns from exchanges helped them to accumulate wealth. A large 

body of dependents like kinsmen, scholarly bards, warrior chiefs and warrior men 

was maintained by them. As the ventar had not maintained a permanent army, 

they always depended local chiefs with kinship relations for mobilizing an army for 

plunder raid or war. The system contributed to strengthen the power of village 

chiefs as they were always the masters of a group of warrior men. Besides, in the 

earlier period they were the members in the assemblies called sabha. Gradually, 

the structure of the state became more complex and the power of the kings 

increased much with the nexus between rulers and Vedic Brahmanism. More 

hierarchical institutions were set up to strengthen the power of the central 

authority. Still, in South India, the power and position of village heads continued 

without any change. They were the heads of law and order and the appropriation 

of resources. They had to control the labour force of the village also. The kinship 

ties were the source of authority to them. The recurring predatory marches and 

ravaging of settlements forced the village heads to keep a warrior group always 

with them. Continuous raids and plunders in villages caused for migration and 

consequent immigration of people in different villages. This loosened the clan kin 

tie in the villages. So the village heads and other chiefs had to maintain a 

permanent professional group who were loyal to their masters only on the basis of 

the remuneration they received either in cash or kind. The coming of the Brahmins 

to South India and the establishment of Brahmin villages brought more rules and 

regulations to the day to day life and administration of villages. Though they were a 

minority in the region, their control over the agricultural land empowered them to 

dictate discipline and standardize the pattern of social stratification.25 The land 

grants to the Brahmins during the time of the Pallava rule marked the beginning of 

a three tier structure in the matter of land rights. The state was at the top in the 

hierarchy with rights to collect tax from the land. Theoretically, state had the final 
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right over land. The Brahmin owners of the land were the intermediaries in the 

hierarchy. Unlike the previous system, the new owners had certain privileges over 

the land. The tenant cultivators were at the bottom of the hierarchy. The Pandyan 

rulers also granted land to Brahmin individuals and to temples of both Hindus and 

Jains. In the Chera kingdom, three types of ownership of land existed. The land 

owned by the Brahmins was mentioned in the inscriptions as brahmaswam. The 

property of the temple was called as devaswam and cherikkal was the land under 

direct control of the King. The copper plate records of the Pallava and Pandya rule 

in the seventh and eighth centuries AD give information on different levels of rights 

over land and the position of various sections in society depending upon the nature 

of rights that one enjoyed on a piece of land. The owners of land never directly 

engaged or supervised in the cultivation process. They distributed it to karalar or 

tenants and again to kutiyalar or occupants. Under the Cholas, the ownership over 

land was known with different titles but the pattern of tenure was not different.  

Measurement of Land and Use of the kol 

 The above analysis of the ancient and medieval history of India proves that 

agriculture was the most important source of income both to people and 

governments. In an agricultural society the role of land is pivotal. All rights and 

privileges of an individual in a society were depended on the agricultural land or 

produce he owned. On the basis of the ownership over cultivating land or its 

produces, power structures were developed. It was by using the income from land, 

states were formed and institutions for suppression and coercion were formed. 

Such coercive institutions of governments always kept their ears and eyes on land 

and collection of its revenue. Hence, from the ancient period onwards the 

administration of revenue, police and judiciary was closely associated or handled 

by the same department.  

 In South India too, the economy mainly depended on land. When state 

became an elaborate agency of administration, it needed large amount of money. 
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The growth of population also necessitated the increase of production. It became 

essential to bring more land under cultivation. When land became a property with 

productive value, a type of measurement was essential to calculate the production 

and fix the rent to the government. It was also essential to register the rights of the 

cultivators over their land. The terms kol and kolkaran can be traced from the 

system of measuring land by using rods. Many inscriptions of Tamilakam in the 

early medieval period mentioned about different units of land measurement. The 

inscriptional references reveal that the measurement units, though same in name, 

varied from region to region. Words like kuli and veli were names of widely used 

land measuring units in Tamilakam from the Sangam period onwards. The largest 

standard unit of land, widely used in the region, was veli.26 It was divided into 

minute fractions like 1/20 and 1/80. K. A. Nilakanta Sastri has opined that the 

measurement unit veli existed from the early period to the end of the Chola 

period.27 This was prevalent in some villages of South India even during the British 

period.28 The extent of veli was different from one place to another. It was because 

of the length of the measuring rode or the kol was not the same. To identify the 

extent of veli different names were added with the kol used for its measuring. 

Some examples are kadigaikkalattu-kol, sri-pada-kol, and the maligai-kol.29 

 Information from the literary and inscriptional sources reveal that the only 

land measuring instrument used in the region was the rod or pole called kol. It was 

based either on human span or foot. The kol with human span was called chankol 

and with foot was called atikol. The length of the kol was also attached with its 

name like 12- chan kol and 16- ati kol. The most common kol during the Chola 

period was the 16-span kol.30 
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 For the purpose of assessing tax, land was classified into different 

categories. The fertility of the soil, availability of irrigation facilities, number of 

annual crops cultivated was considered for fixing the land tax. It was during the 

time of the Chola rulers that an attempt for a systematic survey and assessment of 

land was done. Nilakanta Sastri has stated that there were taram (classified) lands 

and taramili (unclassified) lands. Lands were classified into more than 12 

categories.31 Y. Subbarayalu, by analysing more inscriptions of the Chola period has 

argued that there were about 20 different types of land in different localities of 

Tamilakam.32 The changes in the climate, developments in the irrigational facilities, 

changes in the items of production and changes in the fertility of land necessitated 

periodical revision of the types of lands and rate of taxes. Encroachments of nearby 

forest lands and grasslands by cultivators also necessitated reassessment. Besides, 

when land was donated to any individuals or institutions for charity purposes, its 

grade was lowered in order to lessen the tax rate. Anyway, during the Chola period, 

measurement, assessment and classification of land became a complex process.  

Rise of Power Groups in Villages  

 From the Sangam period itself, land and trade were the important source of 

income to the rulers. The share of the king was not clearly stated anywhere. 

Foreign trade flourished during that time and so customs duties were an important 

source of income.33 Towns and roads were guarded by king’s men during day and 

night to prevent smuggling and robbery. The post-Sangam period witnessed 

increase in the number of taxes and tax collectors. Besides the land tax, there were 

taxes on non-agricultural professions, compulsory presents and judicial fines. 

Compulsory labour service called corvee also was in practice to the works of public 

utilities like the construction of water tanks, canals and roads. The compulsory 
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labour service was known as vetti in some inscriptions.34 It was mainly used for the 

maintenance of water tanks and canals. The village administrative bodies like sabha 

and ur were the agencies who demanded these levies.35 Land tax was collected 

both in cash and kind. There was strict and cruel methods of collecting taxes and 

often people abandoned their homesteads and settle somewhere else to escape 

from the huge burden of taxes. The threat of village depopulation was the most 

effective check upon the greed of tax collectors. The village authorities were 

responsible for the collection of taxes. The central government provided assistance 

like military service when there was problem in collection. Besides the land taxes 

the village heads and his assistants collected all other dues to the state. So they 

always kept a force under them to achieve the target and keep the inhabitants 

under their strict control. The special payments to the temples and other religious 

institutions were also collected by the village heads. Some of them were collected 

by the temple administrators themselves. They were permitted to use force for the 

collection.36 Another system existed during the period was the system of village 

watch. Watchmen were appointed for the protection of the life and property of the 

inhabitants. Each village appointed its own kavalkaran. He was well paid by the 

village administrators. The system is known as padi kaval. It was a system existed in 

the South Indian villages for the protection of the life and property of the 

inhabitants. A special tax, padikavalkuli, was levied upon the natives towards the 

expense of padi kaval. The kavalkkar patrolled villages during day and night. The 

village guards were under the control and supervision of the village heads. The 

system of padikaval and padi kaval kuli was practiced under the Pandya rulers 

also.37 This tax was paid by the landholders to the local chiefs in charge of 

watchmanship. The artisans and the merchants also paid a share of their taxes as 

padikkaval. The kaval system contributed to strengthen the power of the local 
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chiefs. They kept a loyal class of servants under them in the name of keeping 

internal peace and security. This kavalkkar or village police became a permanent 

establishment in south India with regional variation in its structure and behaviour. 

Besides the duties of police and revenue, this group did multifarious duties like 

intelligence gathering and communication. The authority to survey and classify 

land, fix the land tax and other dues to the state and responsibility of collection of 

tax and security to the life and property of villagers made the village administrative 

bodies powerful. They had maintained guards with police and military character. 

When the central authorities became weak these village head men and his local 

guards became the sole masters of villages. As concerned to the villagers the 

change in the central authority was not an important matter because there were 

no corresponding changes in the system of village affairs.  

The poligar and the kaval System 

 The poligar institution of Tamil Nadu and kaval system introduced under 

this system had an important role in the development of village level 

administration of revenue and police in Kerala also. The poligar system was 

inherited from the Vijayanagara rulers. When the Vijayanagara rulers conquered 

the country from the Muslim and Tamil powers they had to face protest from 

regional chiefs and princely families. To keep their position secure, the emperors 

followed policy of conciliation. As a part of this policy, they accommodated 

members of the royal family, local chieftains and dedicated servants into the new 

administrative set up.38 The entire territory was divided into nayakatthinams and 

its charge was entrusted with the chieftains called nayaka. During the reign of 

Emperor Achyuta Raya (1529-1542 A. D), there were more than two hundred 

nayaka and among them the nayak of Madurai, Tanjavoor and Ikkeri were most 

powerful.39 Under the system, the nayakar were military leaders. Territories were 

given to them for maintaining military forces for the king. They were also entrusted 
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with the administration of the given territory, including tax collection, police and 

law. When the central powers were weak the nayakar became virtual rulers of 

their territory and it brought new socio-political changes in South India.  

 The poligari system was a subordinate political set up developed under the 

Vijayanagara nayakar. Under this system the territories of the nayakar were 

subdivided into palayam40 under palayakkar or poligar. The duties of the Mughal 

jagirdar and zamindar were done by the poligar under the Vijayanagar rulers. They 

were obliged to render both military and revenue service to their masters.41 In 

Tamil country, the poligar of Ramanathapuram, Sivaganga, and Panchalamkurichi 

were most powerful. The subdivision of nayaka territories into palayam brought 

systematic governance at the micro level. The poligar were real rulers who 

collected taxes, administered justice, maintained internal security, kept own troops 

and had performed other economic and charitable duties.42 As the ruler in charge 

of the micro unit, the primary duty of the poligar was collection of revenue. 

Agriculture was the major source of revenue of the period and the smooth 

collection of it depended on the maintenance of law and order. Utmost care and 

vigilance were given by the poligar for the maintenance of internal peace. For this a 

system of police called kaval was set up. The word kaval means ‘watch’ and the 

person deputed to perform this duty was called kavalkar or taliyari.43 

The Context of Malabar 

 Malabar, the area of study in this thesis was a part of Tamilakam during the 

Sangam period and so the political, social and economic condition of ancient 

Malabar was more or less the same. The history of Malabar and Kerala as a whole 

during the Stone Age and Iron Age is constructed mainly from archaeological 

evidences. Observations upon the megalithic monuments of Kerala led writers of 
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ancient Kerala history to the conclusion that social hierarchy and political power 

groups existed in the region during the megalithic period itself. The grand burials 

like dolmenoid cists and rock-cut chamber tombs approximately built in the last 

two or three centuries before Christ prove the existence of a class structured 

society.44 The Iron Age people lived by adapting themselves with the peculiar eco-

system of Kerala during the time. A large part of Kerala was covered by thick forest. 

Forest land was intersected by marshy tracts and waterlogged planes. Such areas 

were used for the cultivation of different types of crops. The megalithic 

constructions can be viewed as efforts of the chieftains or other power groups who 

constructed them by appropriating the labour and wealth of the majority common 

people of the society. It was a period of small chiefdoms and later these chiefdoms 

were transformed to big chiefdoms. Predatory raids by chiefs along with their kin 

guards to nearby chiefdoms led to subjugation of some chiefdom by others and led 

to the making of bigger chiefdoms. The recurring of predatory raids made the 

clansmen warriors and gradually professional warrior groups aroused for the 

protection of the acquired wealth and territory and to conquer new territories. The 

chieftains collected a share of the products of the natives and used it for 

maintaining his guards and other assistants. Some poems in the purananuru have 

references about the accumulation of harvest as heaps at the residences of 

chieftains.45 Transportation of agricultural products from the hilly regions to the 

sea shore and coastal products like salt and fish to the reverse direction 

necessitated the maintenance of a security system in the trade routes. It was 

managed and supervised by the local chieftains later who were under the control 

of big chieftains. The local people were always loyal to their immediate masters in 

return to the protection for their life and property. Thus like elsewhere in India 

Malabar also witnessed the growth village power magnets.  
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 Trade with distant lands also flourished during the period. There was trade 

through land and sea routes with other parts of the sub continent and with other 

countries. Many pre- Mauryan punch marked coins and Roman coins from the 

reigns of Augustus to Constantine (first century B. C to fourth century A. D) were 

discovered from different centeres of South India. Among them many centeres like 

Eyyal, and Puthenchira are in Kerala. The accounts of ancient travallers like Pliny 

and the author of the Periplus of the Eritrean Sea mentioned names of many 

ancient ports of Kerala like Muziris, Tyndis, Nelcynda, and Borace.46 Romans, 

Greeks, Persians and Arabs traded with Malabar during the period.  

 The post- Sangam period witnessed some important changes in the socio-

political conditions in the region. Almost all the chief characteristics of the Sangam 

period seem to have disappeared. The Chera, Chola and Pandya chiefdoms 

declined. Along with the disappearance of the well known chiefdoms, the practice 

of raids and booty redistribution also discontinued. Historians associated this 

‘period of discontinuity’ with the inroads of the Kalabbhra rulers of Karnataka. 

Many factors contributed to these changes. Major reason was the decline of the 

kinship relations on land. During the period many Brahmin families began to settle 

in Tamilakam. In the case of Kerala also this was true. Individual settlements sprang 

up in different parts of Kerala, including Malabar. The patronage of chieftains also 

caused for the control of larger quantity of productive land under their control. This 

marked a basic shift in the age-old system of land relations. It was not merely a 

shift from the clan ownership of land to the ownership by Brahmins. More than 

that, it brought some fundamental changes in the relations of production. In the 

clan ownership kinship bonds defined production relations. As the Brahmins were a 

non-producing class, an alternative system of production had emerged. The 

increase in the number of Brahmin households had a reverse impact on the land 

relations based on kinship. As the Brahmins did not directly involve in the process 

of cultivation, they had to depend upon the neighbouring clan groups for 
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production. The loss of land ownership to the clan heads naturally made its 

members landless and jobless. At the same time the Brahmin landholders wanted 

labourers to cultivate their land. So some arrangements were necessary to meet 

the needs of the situation. The Brahmins used the labour force of nearby clan 

groups to cultivate their lands. This attachment of clan people to Brahmin lands is 

attested by the urn burials and other burial monuments identified in the vicinity of 

many Brahmin settlements of Malabar. The new system represented a nexus of 

new relations of production and new mode of appropriation of labour force as well 

as surplus. It marked the beginning of a new power centre and ideology based on 

Vedic texts.47 Along with the mass migration of Brahmins into Kerala many temples 

were built in different parts. Agricultural lands in bulk quantities were attached to 

each temple. It gradually led to the proliferation of agricultural specialization and 

its ordering into a hierarchy.48 Many inscriptions of Kerala issued during the early 

medieval period throw light on the nature of Brahmin settlements and the system 

of management of land attached to Brahmins and temples. The Tiruvatur 

inscription of early eleventh century gives details about the invitation and 

settlement of twenty-four Brahmin families with land and other privileges around a 

newly constructed temple in north Kerala.49 Such records expose the nature of the 

temple centered agricultural operations of early medieval Kerala.  

 The beginning of the ninth century was particularly important to Kerala. The 

period witnessed the rise of a new kingdom in Kerala, the Chera Kingdom. They 

were also known as the Kulasekhara or the Perumal chieftains. After that, 

remarkable changes took place in the pattern of land tenure in Kerala. Changes in 

land relations naturally brought changes in the administration of revenue, police 

and judiciary. During the period between the ninth and twelfth centuries more and 

more lands were brought under cultivation by clearing forest and opening up of 

                                                           
47  Rajan Gurukkal and Raghava Varrier, Cultural History of Kerala, op. cit., p. 240.  
48   Rajan Gurukkal, Social Formation of Early South India, Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2010, 

p. 292.  
49  Kesavan Veluthat, The Early Medieval in South India, op. cit., p. 281.  



 51 

river valleys. Many inscriptions are found in the period which exclusively deals with 

the land tenures and other related affairs of Kerala. The Vazhappalli inscription, 

Terisappally inscription and Jewish copper plates are examples for such records. 

References about the economic, political and social aspects are also available from 

these records. A major portion of the cultivable lands, attached to temples, was 

managed by the committee of Brahmins. Special laws called kachcham were 

prepared and imposed by them. The nature of the ownership and proprietorship of 

land was clearly defined and which became the permanent system of land relations 

in Malabar till the Mysorean period. According to the descriptions in the 

Keralolpathi, the Brahmins who were brought to Kerala were divided into 

ardhabrahmana and vedabrahmana. The ardhabrahmana were deputed for 

administration and protection of the land and advised to take the profession of 

arms. They were exempted from the study of Veda. The vedabrahmana were 

deputed for the job of temple administration. The ardhabrahmana donated land to 

vedabrahmana. The sudra cultivators were brought from different places and 

settled there with many privileges.50 They became the servants and tenants of the 

Brahmins. A smaller portion of the production was distributed among the tenants 

and the remaining major portion was taken over by the Brahmins. The nature of 

ownership of land was also defined. The right of brahmana over land was 

permanent and it is known as janmam and that of the tenant was kanam which 

was not permanent. Authenticity of the narration in the Keralolpathi is a matter of 

dispute. But the newly created land relation called kana-janma-maryada, became 

the essential aspect of the landlordism of Kerala. It became the law of the land for 

centuries. It was attested by inscriptional evidences. M. G. S Narayanan in his 

Perumals of Kerala incorporated a detailed list of inscriptions of the period with its 

content summary.51 The land owned by the brahmanar and the local chiefs were 

leased to intermediaries called karalar or tenants on the condition of payment of a 

                                                           
50  Ibid., p. 284.  
51   M. G. S Narayanan, Perumals of Kerala: Brahmin Oligarchy and Ritual Monarchy (Revised 

edition), Cosmo Books, Thrissur, 2013, pp. 435-501.  



 52 

share of the produce annually. A village officer called pattamalan is mentioned in 

some records who was in charge of the collection of dues from the tenants.52 

Generally, all rights and ownership of land were hereditary in nature. Besides, 

karanmai and uranmai another type of proprietorship was virutti or service tenure. 

It was land assigned as remuneration to the service rendered by the person to the 

state. The nature of service was indicated by the name itself. The santhiviruthi is 

the land allotted to the temple priests and kottikalvirutti was the land allotted to 

the drummers. The kavalvirutti was the land to the watchmen.  

 It is evident from the land transactions records of the Perumal period that 

land became a property and an important item of investment. Land owners 

ensured a regular income from the rent paid by the tenants. People began to invest 

their all other assets for procuring land. Possession of land was a matter of societal 

status. Sometimes to attract the brahmanar, merchants and other commercial 

groups to their region, rulers offered land with proprietary rights and privileges. 

The new approach towards land caused for the faster extension of agricultural 

land. All such lands were occupied by the new agrarian and commercial classes and 

it marked the shaping of traditional land system of Kerala.  

 Development of the new land system had its impact in the socio-political 

sector also. In the villages the councils like ur, represented by elder members of the 

brahmana families controlled the affairs. The meetings of these local assemblies 

were often presided over by the representatives of the ruler or the ruler himself. 

Thus the brahmana and kshatriya elements combined in the administration of 

Malabar villages. Mainly three categories of duties were performed by these village 

bodies. The first duty was collection and payment of the king’s share of revenue 

from the village. They appointed agents or deputies for it. In return for the 

payment from the villages the king was obliged to the protection of the property 

and life of the villagers. The second duty was the settlement of disputes among the 
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uralar and the third, management of karalar by imposing on them a code of 

conduct by means of law and punishment. There was an accountant called 

poduvaal to keep accounts of the temples, who were generally nair people.53 The 

brahmanar were obedient to the royal authority as they had common economic 

interests. The rules and regulations called kachcham were prepared by the 

brahmana councils. They were approved by the royal authorities and accepted as 

the rules of the day. The Kachcham rules were intended to protect the interests of 

the brahmanar as uralar, tenants or karalar and the state. Clauses were included to 

punish the landlords and tenants those who committed any malpractice in matters 

of payment of due shares to temples and state. Types of malpractices and 

punishments for such crimes have been listed in the muzhikkulam kachcham which 

was prepared in the ninth or tenth century A. D.54 

The janmi System 

 The system of land relations evolved in Kerala during the early medieval 

period paved the way for development of the janmi system. By the late medieval 

period, the janmi system with certain rules and regulations backed by socio-

religious customs was prevalent in all parts of Kerala. The Mysorean rulers tried to 

revise it. But they failed to do it because of the protest from the native janmi and 

later on the Mysorean rule was overthrown by the British. The British tried to 

reinstate the old system with certain modifications beneficial to them.  

 The devaswam-brahmaswam land relations made the brahmanar the most 

powerful elite in Kerala society. Temples owned vast areas of cultivating land. As 

the brahmanar were the proprietors of this land, they needed an efficient system 

of control and administration.55 They were the law makers and interpreters and in 
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certain occasions they even controlled the rulers. As the non-cultivating 

landholders, the brahmanar always distributed their lands through the nair 

intermediaries. When the uralar tried to impose illegal terms upon the karalar, 

they protested. In many places the nair took their bows and arrows towards the 

brahmanar. But some other nair groups supported the Brahmins and they blamed 

the protesters as sinners. The illegal payments demanded by the uralar actually 

suffered the real tillers of the land and they supported the protesting tenants. In 

this way the land became bone of contention in many places. Besides, when the 

control over the uralar loosened due to political disintegration, many temple 

properties were divided among the members of the ur sabha. The land thus 

received became the private property of the individual. He became the owner of 

the piece of land and arrangements were made independently for the collection of 

revenue and payment of share to the temple. In many cases they transferred the 

land either partially or fully to other members of the family or relatives. This caused 

increase in the number of owners of land. Increase in number of land owners was 

another reason for the spread of janmi system. The janmi made their own 

arrangement for the collection of land tax from the tillers. Separate staff members 

were appointed for the assessment and collection of revenue.  

 In Malabar, the political condition during the reign of Mysore brought about 

the rise of new landlords. Many brahmana landholders left their land and escaped 

to Travancore due to the threat from Tipu’s army. Some of them transferred their 

land to new owners for nominal payments and some others without any payments. 

Abandoned lands were occupied by new owners and they became the proprietors 

of that land. Thus new social groups like mappila and thiyyar also became land 

owners or janmam holders in Malabar. At the beginning of the British period, this 

janmi class was an important pressure group in Malabar and they controlled the 

affairs of villages.  
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Police and Revenue Administration  

 During the British period, duties of the kolkar and village administrative 

authorities included policing and revenue collection. So it is essential to analyse the 

evolution of both these systems in Malabar. Expansion of agrarian settlements and 

social hierarchy on the basis of that caused for the conflicts and power struggles in 

Malabar. It forced the political authorities to form a system for the maintenance of 

peace and collection of revenue. In modern period, except in war times, 

maintenance of internal peace and security is the duty of the police. But there was 

no regular police force in Malabar till the British period. Raja, Naduvazhi, governor 

and other reputed persons used their own bodyguards and trusted companions for 

their safety.56 They were counted in hundreds and thousands.57 During the pre-

British period, there was no distinction between the civil and military duties. M G S 

Narayanan opines that the nooruvar or hundreds were the guards or the force 

under the district governors and aayiram or thousand were force under the king. 

The hundreds in the districts had police duties also. They had to protect the 

institutions like temples, their properties, the trade centres, and other public 

places. Every naduvazhi maintained at least a hundred nair guards. The desavazhi 

or village head never commanded more than 100 nair men.58 These guards showed 

their deep loyalty to their masters and were ready to sacrifice their lives for his 

protection. The system of personal guards under naduvazhi continued even after 

the Perumal period.  

 The members in the ‘hundreds’ and ‘thousands’ gradually became 

prominent in the society. They had great concern from their masters and high 

respect in the society. They received agricultural lands as remuneration to their 

service. It again increased their position in the society. Generally, in Kerala, the 
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members in these suicidal squads were nair men and they acquired a high position 

in the administrative affairs of the region. The increased reputation to the nair gang 

might be a cause for the deputation of them for the collection of revenue from 

villages. Reputation backed by permission to use force and arms made the 

collection of dues to the government from the inhabitants more easy.  

 There was no permanent system of taxation in the medieval and early 

modern Kerala. But there were evidences for different kinds of dues collected by 

rulers. In a feudal system, where land ownership and administrative functions were 

combined together it was very difficult to differentiate the terms like tax, rent and 

tenant’s dues. There was no fixed rate of tax and no documents either to the 

government or to individuals to know the dues. Separate dues were collected from 

traders, from Brahmin villages and cherikkal villages. As temples owned a large 

share of the land, its administrators collected different types of dues from the 

people. The rakshabhoga, a tax collected from the people for the protection 

offered to them, dandam- the tax collected as fines from defaulters, and 

prayaschitham- received as remorse from the guilty were some of the important 

income to the temple villages.59 Generally, the king or naduvazhi used to collect a 

lump sum payment from brahmana ruled villages annually. An annual due called 

attaikol was collected from the villages in return for the protection and supervision 

exercised by the ruler and his officers.60 

 The karalar, who received the lands on lease collected the dues from the 

peasants and paid the share to the brahmanar. They were primarily non-

brahmanar. During the medieval period they became the second dominant class in 

the temple centered society. Later they came to be called nair people. It was from 

this caste that the samanta chieftains emerged. Most of the military recruits were 

also from this caste. According to the Keralolpathi tradition the supreme 
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commander of the armed forces of the Perumal was known as patamel nair.61 The 

sambandham (a type of marriage relation of brahmana male members with nair 

women) was an added factor to the special consideration to the nair people in the 

society. On the basis of the nature of land control by the karalar several divisions 

aroused among them. Gradually some of them became part of the ruling class and 

assumed titles like varma, panikkar, and menon. The menon were accountants of 

brahmana landholders. They also received lands for their service. Many 

naduvazhikal of the later Chera period were members from these groups. Thus 

along with the development of brahmana hegemony, the nadu and their chiefs 

were also developed and among them a reciprocal relation was existed and it was 

crucial in the development of Kerala as a political entity.62 The general pattern of 

government under the Perumal rule was the monarch at the centre, subordinate 

governors in the district and under them a number of ordinary villages and units of 

trading and agricultural communities. The duty of protection or policing was done 

by the nair forces of the king and the heads of the nadu. The revenue collected 

from the cultivators, traders and craftsmen was divided among the king, governors 

and the village bodies.63 

Changes under the swarupam 

 The decline of the Perumal rule during the beginning of the twelfth century 

had its impact in the socio-political system of Kerala. With the decline of the 

Perumal rule the nadu system also underwent changes. The period from the 

twelfth century to the end of sixteenth century was marked by the expansion and 

reorganization of many nadu units. As there was no central authority, the powerful 

naduvazhikal conquered the nearby territories with the aim of its income and 

privileges. In such an attempt the valluvakonathiri surrendered his control over 

Tirunavaya and the mamankam festival to the samoothiri of Kozhikode.  
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 The swarupam became the centres of power in a nadu after the Perumal 

period. Many names of swarupam related to place names and geographical 

location of the ruling family appeared in the granthavari texts. Territorial authority 

was the basis of the origin of the swarupam. The descriptions in different 

granthavaris texts reveal the nature of land relations during the period. In a 

swarupam, the family members from the eldest to the youngest had certain 

powers. The elder member was the head of the swarupam. All other members of 

the families had separate kovilakam. Separate territories were allotted to each 

family with limited political and judicial powers. It caused for the rivalry among 

family members on issues of succession and revenue collection. Protection forces 

and followers called akampadikkar were recruited and maintained by each 

swarupam. They were used for the collection of revenue and maintenance of peace 

and protection to the property and life of the people. Each family in the swarupam 

attempted to establish political and judicial power over their regions. Military 

guards were essential for the naduvazhi at that time as there was recurring rivalries 

among and within the swarupam. Political power was fragmented under the new 

system. Besides individuals and temples, naduvazhi and desavazhi also became 

owners of land in their territories.64 Along with the share from cherikkal land, 

naduvazhi chiefs collected a share from the products of the peasants. Special dues 

like ankam, chungam, pizha, karkkidaka chelavu, onachelavu and changatam 

became common during the post-Perumal period. All these payments were 

collected by the naduvazhi on different occasions. For the reason of the 

introduction of new types of karam or taxes, separate officers were needed for the 

collection of it. During the Perumal period payments by the cultivators or tenants, 

though obligatory, were made without any compulsion. It was because the share to 

the landholders or king was affordable and reasonable to the payer. There were no 

multiple type taxes. But by the last phase of the Perumal rule, certain new taxes 

came into practice. To collect these taxes a group of officials were appointed. There 

                                                           
64 Raghava Varier and Rajan Gurukkal, Keralacharithram (Mal.), Vallathole Vidyapidham, 

Sukapuram, 1992, p. 208.  
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are references about officials like karyakkar, adhikari and thurakkar. Though there 

did not exist a department of revenue administration, these officials acted as 

representatives of the swarupam in villages.  

 Fragmentation of political power under the swarupam system was the 

reason for decentralization of power. Many power centeres developed in Malabar 

with limited territories under control. As a consequence of that, rules and 

regulations in relation to police, judicial, and revenue administration were different 

from one swarupam to another. During the Perumal period kachcham like 

muzhikulam kachcham were the general law of the land. Instead of that different 

customs and laws called maryada existed in different nadu units. The terms like 

nattumaryada, and desamaryada used to mention laws of a land.  

 During the period under discussion there was natural and gradual rise in 

population. It created shortage of food products. New tracts of lands were brought 

under cultivation with or without the initiative of the rulers. Population growth and 

shortage of food grains made land a more valuable asset. Nobody likes to depart 

with the absolute ownership of land. K. K. N Kurup has said that land became a 

commodity in Malabar even before the coming of the British.65 Ownership of land 

was a matter of recognition in the society. The landowners had a distinctive role in 

the villages. Lands were mortgaged or transferred to the tenants and sub-tenants 

on strict conditions and they were recorded in palm leaves and exchanged. Besides 

paddy lands, parambu or dry land cultivation was popular during the period.  

 Increase in the number of non-cultivating people was another feature of the 

period. The tenants who received land from the landholders subdivided it among 

sub-tenants. The number of royal families, village heads or mukhyastar and their 

followers and assistants, priests, and astrologers had not directly engaged in 

agricultural activities. Locality names like thara, and kara were used during the 

period. These localities were developed as power centres around a chief’s house or 

                                                           
65   K. K. N Kurup., Koodali Granthavari, University of Calicut, Calicut University, 1995, p. XIII.  
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under an occupational group and they held various rights and privileges.66 There 

was no proportionate increase in the production due to shortage in the number of 

cultivators and cultivating land. To meet the shortage of income from land, the 

landholders increased the rate of patta which invited more hardships to the 

cultivators.67 In swarupam, cherikkal lands were divided and officers were 

appointed for the collection of revenue and payment of it to royal treasury. Under 

the Nediyirippu swarupam, different types of dues were listed and adhikarikal 

deputed for the collection were strictly observed by guards of the king called 

lokar.68 Strict and harsh steps were taken by the representatives of the landholders 

and rulers for the collection of dues.  

 Along with the expansion of parambu cultivation produces other than food 

crops were cultivated in large scale. It increased the volume of trade; trade with 

distant land was developed. Foreign traders were attracted to Malabar Coast. 

Trade also became a means of income to the rulers. Thus it turned into a field of 

competition. As it was an activity aimed at profit, there was scope to malpractices. 

So regulation and intervention of state representatives was needed in the activities 

of trade also.  

 The predominance of the nair in the socio-political and economic sector of 

Malabar was another development during the period. From the Perumal period 

itself, most of the karalar were nair people. Fragmentation of political power in the 

later period increased their influence in the agricultural activities. More than that, 

their military service as akampadikkar or lokar to the swarupam and kaval or 

changatham to temple and temple properties again increased their status. When 

economic activities began to be complicated more and more, officials and agents 

were appointed by rulers to observe and supervise it. Many nair people from 

                                                           
66   K. N Ganesh, Reflections on Pre Modern Kerala, op. cit., p. 83.  
67   Raghava Varier and Rajan Gurukkal, Keralacharithram, op. cit., p. 210.  
68   M. R. Raghava Varier, Madhyakalakeralam: Swaroopaneethiyute Charithrapatangal, Sahitya 

Pravarthaka Co-operative Society Ltd., Kottayam, 2014, p. 16.  
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different parts of Malabar became part of state apparatus during the period. Under 

the samoothiri of Kozhikode, hereditary positions like achan, kaimal, paranambi 

and menon were given to the nair.69 

Mysorean Interlude and the Introduction of Land Tax 

 The disunity of the rulers of Malabar and the aggressive designs of Hyder Ali 

and Tipu Sulthan resulted in the subjugation of Malabar by the Mysore Empire. The 

Mysore intervention was short in number of years, but the period brought far 

reaching political, social and economic consequences in the region. The most 

important reform introduced by the Mysore rulers in Malabar was their land 

revenue administration. The feudal elements in the land administration system 

were replaced by a centralized system of government. As the naduvazhi and their 

nair militia fled from Malabar to escape from the wrath of Tipu, the revenue 

officers of Tipu made settlement with the tenants. Arshed Begh Khan, the amildar 

who was in charge of the civil and military administration of Malabar made revenue 

settlements with the cultivators. For making a settlement, Arshed Begh did not 

consider the previous system. Instead of the patta system in which the patta was 

shared among the landlord and cultivator, he introduced a system in which the 

landlord’s share was directly collected by the state. For assessing the land tax no 

proper surveys were conducted. Assessment was made on the basis of an 

estimated produce. This system opened up opportunities for corruption and 

nepotism. Mysore revenue officers were bribed by the native rulers and chiefs for 

under assessment or for moderate assessment. As a result, some tenants were 

over taxed and some others lower taxed. It created discontent among the 

cultivators. At the same time, the system of direct assessment with the tenant gave 

him dignity and the interests of the janmi or landlord were adversely affected. The 

defective revenue administration system introduced by the Mysore rulers was 

continued by the Company under the Commissioners. It was one of the reasons for 

                                                           
69   K. V Krishna Ayyar, The Zamorins of Calicut, Norman Printing Bureau, Calicut, 1938, p. 275 
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the opposition from the people of Malabar faced by the Company in its early years. 

Anyway, the centralized land revenue administration system and introduction of 

land tax came into being during the Mysore period and continued with 

modifications under the British. When this system became permanent, recruitment 

to revenue department was also systematized. Regulations and acts were 

introduced to regulate the system and the traditional mechanism for revenue 

administration in Malabar became a part of this new system with periodical 

transformations.  

Conclusion 

 The transformation of the society, economy and government of Malabar 

had been closely associated with the changes in other parts of India. Due to the 

geographical barriers, Malabar was isolated from other parts of the sub-continent 

for centuries. But the advent of Buddhism, Jainism and Brahmanism brought north 

Indian elements of religion, socio-economic life and government into Malabar. The 

penetration of north Indian aspects completely changed the traditional systems 

that existed here. The new land relations brought changes in the social relations. 

The traditional tribal or clan society was replaced by caste based hierarchical 

society. Land became a valuable property. Ownership of land was a matter of 

prestige and social status. Many new non-cultivating groups were formed and 

actual tillers had to meet the needs of all those groups. They had to pay for the 

state, religious institutions, priests and other intermediary groups created for the 

management and supervision of land and agriculture. Social divisions became more 

rigid and rules and regulations were dictated by the power centres. In the political 

field also basic changes were introduced. King’s authority was always sanctioned 

and supported by the religious heads and a close relation was maintained between 

them. Many new institutions and offices were developed in the political field also 

to help the King. Formation of military guards was an important change. The 

military guards did the duties of both military and police. They worked as the body 

guards of rulers and other members of the royal family, protected temples, priests 



 63 

and temple properties, and served for the maintenance of law and order. Though 

the general structure of the society and politics was common, there were regional 

variations from one state to another in matters of law, rate of government share 

from agriculture and trade, system of trial and punishment etc. It was in such a 

situation that the Mysorean rulers subdued Malabar and they were succeeded by 

the British. The Mysoreans brought some reforms in the revenue administration of 

Malabar and the British followed it. There was no single model of policing and 

revenue administration in pre-British India that the colonial government could 

implement. Regional experiences and history decided matters. As in other sectors 

like education, among the administrators, there was difference of opinion about 

the system to be implemented in the field of revenue and police administration. 

Some stood for the continuation of the traditional system, while some others for a 

more radical and anglicized version. The first stage of reforms introduced by the 

British in Malabar was based on the reforms of Tipu Sultan and later their own 

innovations were brought into the region.  

The development of a systematic village administration and the formation 

and transformation of kolkar and other village officials were closely associated with 

these reforms. This is to be discussed in detail which is done in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3 

The Beginning of the kolkar Force 

 

Introduction 

The last decade of the eighteenth century and the first decade of the 

nineteenth century were decisive pertaining to the political history of Malabar. The 

period witnessed subjugation of Malabar by the British power. The defeat of Tipu 

Sulthan in the third Anglo-Mysore war was the culmination of the British effort to 

conquer Malabar. The fourth Anglo-Mysore war completely wiped out the 

Mysorean influence from Malabar. The political map of Malabar was redrawn. 

Many petty principalities were dismembered. Most of the raja chiefs and chieftains 

become mere tax collectors under the English East India Company. The people-

state relation was significantly changed. Sprouting of a systematic bureaucratic 

state was another development of the period. Instead of the customs and 

conventions guiding the socio-political life of the people, strict rules and 

regulations began to be implemented. The inhabitants of Malabar started to 

experience the presence of an alien government in their everyday life.  

The English East India Company made earnest effort to study the land, its 

laws, customs and habits of the people. Many commissions were appointed to 

study and report on affairs of Malabar during aforesaid decades. It was on the basis 

of these studies and reports, the Company chalked out its plans to administer the 

land. The collection of information and descriptions done by the colonial 

administrators at the beginning helped to reconstruct an approximate picture of 

the social and political milieu of Malabar during the pre-Mysorean period.1 As the 

land was entirely strange to the British civil servants and traders all its flaws 

reflected in their studies and reports. Also, it reflected in the political strategies 

adopted by the Company in Malabar. The defective political strategy backed by the 
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profit motive of a trading company invited serious challenges to the British 

authority from the very beginning. The ill treatment towards the local raja chiefs, 

chieftains and land lords invited opposition against the Company. The defective 

revenue policy persuaded a large section of the inhabitants of Malabar to rally 

behind the rebel leaders. The above mentioned couple of decades saw many 

organized and unorganized rebellions against the foreign domination and the trial 

and error strategies of the East India Company to handle it. The development of 

kolkar as an organized military- cum-police force happened during this period.  

Company and the Local Rulers 

Immediately after the acquisition of Malabar, the Company decided to 

make a temporary settlement with all raja heads and chieftains of Malabar. The 

Joint Commissioners, deputed for this purpose, were directed to pay strict regard 

to the promises given by the Company at the time of war with Tipu Sulthan. At the 

same time, the Bombay governor asked the commissioners to always keep in mind 

the fact that although the power of Tipu Sulthan considerably declined; it was not 

completely wiped out.2 Many of the local rulers and chiefs of Malabar, independent 

of Tipu, actively supported the Company during the war. To give them confidence 

of protection, a strong military force was stationed at Kannur (Cannanore in 

colonial records), Thalasseri (Tellichery in colonial records), Kozhikode (Calicut in 

colonial records) and Palakkad (Palghat in colonial records).3 It was also an 

instrument to subdue the raja people and other chiefs. The maintenance of the 

army cost a huge amount and the Company wanted to realize it from them. All the 

cowls granted to the raja and other chieftains had implied the message that they 

could not retain their countries and its revenues free and independent from the 

control of the Company.  

                                                           
2  The Joint Commissioners’ Report on Malabar 1792-93, reprint, (hereafter JCR), Kerala State 

Archives Department, Thiruvananthapuram, 2010 (1862), Para 81, p. 100.  
3   Dr. K. K. N Kurup, History of the Tellichery Factory 1683- 1794, Sandhya Publications, Calicut 

University, 1985, p. 213.  
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With all the general instructions kept in mind, the Bombay Commissioners4 

made their first settlement with the raja of Kadathanad on 25th April 1792. This 

agreement clearly reveals the strategy which the Company was going to implement 

in Malabar for establishing its political domination and making the local chiefs as 

their agents for revenue collection and maintenance of law and order. This 

temporary arrangement promised to the raja all the rights and authority of 

government subject only to the control of the Company. The raja should 

accommodate a resident or representative of the Company at his head quarters to 

enquire into any complaints of oppression towards the inhabitants and to report, if 

any, to the Chief of Tellicherry.5 A joint committee of four members representing 

the Company and the raja was suggested to make a valuation of the revenues of 

each district. Provisions were included in the agreement for fixing the annual rent 

to be paid by the inhabitants to the raja and the tribute payable by the Raja to the 

Company. The merchants to be appointed by the Company should have the 

exclusive privilege of purchasing what products remaining with them.6 Similar 

agreements were made with the rajas of Chirakkal and Kottayam.  

All the agreements entered into with the local rulers were aimed to ensure 

fixed revenue to the Company. The Company wanted a large amount of money to 

meet the expenses of Mysore wars and that of the military stationed in different 

parts of Malabar. At the same time, Company was not ready to take the 

responsibility of the collection as they realized the difficulties of the job in a newly 

conquered area. It was like the policy of ‘power without responsibility’ 

                                                           
4   William Gamul Farmer, a senior merchant of Tellicherry and Alexander Dow, the Military 

Commandant at Tellicherry were appointed as Commissioners to Malabar and authorized to 
establish a temporary scheme for internal administration until the introduction of a permanent 
system. As both of them were members of the Bombay Presidency and appointed by Sir Robert 
Abercromby, the Governor of Bombay, they were generally known as Bombay Commissioners. 
Later in December 1792, Jonathan Duncan and Charles Boddam, the Commissioners sent from 
Bengal by Lord Cornwallis joined with them.  

5  JCR, op. cit., pp. 102-03, see William Logan (ed. ), A Collection of Treaties, Engagements and 
Other Papers of Importance Related to British Affairs in Malabar, reprint, Kerala Gazetteers 
Department, Thiruvananthapuram, 1998 (1879), pp. 147-48 

6   Ibid., p. 148.  



 67 

experimented by Robert Clive in Bengal.7 At a glance, the agreements put forward 

by the commissioners were attractive to the raja and other chieftains of Malabar. 

The amount fixed by the commissioners as tribute didn’t disturb them. They felt 

happy that the Company government reinstated the old powers and privileges 

which had been taken away by the Mysore rulers. But soon they realized that, the 

Company was growing as the real political power of Malabar and the former were 

becoming the agents or intermediaries in the administration of the province. 

Though all authority of government, under the control of the Company, was 

promised to the raja chiefs of Malabar, it was not materialized. Instead, their 

powers and privileges were losing one after another. Through a proclamation dated 

20th December 1792, general freedom of trade in all article of merchandise except 

pepper, which was held as a monopoly of the Company, was declared without 

considering the interest of the local rulers.8 The Commissioners justified the 

proclamation as a step to increase the volume of trade and promote the prosperity 

of the inhabitants in the district of Malabar. In January 1793, another decision 

came from the Commissioners that, in future no raja or chieftain should receive 

any tributes from the inhabitants other than the revenue fixed in the agreement 

with the government.9 It put an end to the age-old practice of receiving special gifts 

in times of festivals like onam, vishu and on special occasions like marriages, 

birthdays and other ceremonies in the houses of the lords. Thus, by different 

means, the economic, social and political powers enjoyed by the feudal chiefs were 

lost. The ill-treatment and disregard towards the rights and privileges of the native 

chieftains sowed the seeds of discontent among them. Many of them were 

                                                           
7   After the Battle of Buxar, a novel system of administration, ‘dual government’ was introduced in 

Bengal. By a grant of the Mughal ruler, the Company received the Diwani or right of collecting 
the revenues of Bengal Bihar and Orissa. Thus Company became the revenue collecting agent of 
the Emperor in these provinces on the condition of paying a fixed amount to him. Instead of 
taking the responsibility of revenue collection directly, Robert Clive appointed two native nobles 
as Deputy Diwans to do the job. But the Nizamat or control of military and police jurisdiction 
was nominally remained in the hands of the Nawab. A fixed amount was paid to the Nawab, out 
of the revenue collected, to cover the expenses. In effect both the Diwani and Nizamat powers 
were enjoyed by the Company. For details see Ramsay Muir, The Making of British India: 1756-
1858, Longmans, Green and Co., London, 1917, pp. 75-101.  

8   Logan, A Collection of Treaties, Engagements and Other Papers of Importance Related to British 
Affairs in Malabar, op. cit, pp. 171-72.  

9  Ibid., p. 173.  
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adjusted to the situation but some others rose in revolt. The revolts of such raja 

chiefs influenced the Company in the formation of a defense mechanism for 

Malabar. The deployment of kolkar as a military-cum- police force was a part of 

that defense mechanism.  

Company: Early Relations with the Malabar Society 

At the time of the conquest of Malabar, the Company authorities had only a 

vague picture about the social relations and customs among the people of Malabar. 

The Governor of Bombay gave clear directions to the Commissioners how to handle 

the situation. Thus the Commissioners collected details about the society, culture 

and history of Malabar from indigenous sources. They collected and analyzed facts 

from traditional literature, stories and proverbs prevalent among the inhabitants, 

verbal information and their own observations to mold the present picture of 

Malabar.10 Swaminath Pattar, the sarvadhikaryakkar or Chief Minister of the 

samoothiri of Kozhikode was an important source of information to the 

Commissioners about the socio-economic relations, political condition and system 

of land tenure existed in Malabar before and during the Mysore periods.11 The 

present state of affairs in Malabar was very complicated and required a diplomatic 

intervention of the political authority. The communal feud between the nair and 

mappila people created a turbulent situation in Malabar.  

The revenue reforms of Tipu Sulthan brought remarkable changes in the 

land relations of Malabar. It made majority of the mappila peasants of Malabar the 

owners of land and land revenue was collected directly from them.12 It provoked 

the nair and namboothiri communities and they wanted to reinstate the old system 

of land relations. The schism between the mappila and nair communities was a 

major challenge faced by the Commissioners at the very beginning of their 

administration in the region. They tried to raise a feeling of protection among both 

                                                           
10  JCR, op. cit., p. 17.  
11   The Commissioners granted one per cent of the revenue collections from the Zamorin’s districts 

to Swaminath Pattar for services rendered by him to the Company, William Logan, Malabar 
Manual, op. cit., p. 499.  

12   For details see A. P. Ibrahim Kunju, Mysore-Kerala Relations in the Eighteenth Century, Kerala 
Historical Society, Thiruvananthapuram, 1975, pp. 56-72.  
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groups by their initial administrative measures. Priority was given to nair, 

namboothiri and ezhava people for selection to the posts of revenue, police and 

military services. Certain orders and proclamations were issued to pacify the 

Mappila people also. By a proclamation of 26th June 1792, the nair people were 

warned against their oppression to the mappila people of Kondotty.13 The circular 

against the collection of special tributes by the local raja heads was relieving to the 

actual cultivators of Malabar. The proclamation for general amnesty to all the acts 

of homicide, maiming, robbery and theft was another act mainly to conciliate the 

Mappila people of Malabar.14 By this proclamation the Commissioners intended to 

bring back the unity among the people of the region and to forget the evil days of 

the past few years. In June 1793, a circular was published, prohibiting the 

discrimination and malpractices of the pravarthikkar, kariakkar and menon 

employed for the collection of revenue.15Just before the Joint Commission was 

dissolved,16 the Supervisor issued a grant to Kondotty Thangal, exempting his lands 

from payment of the revenue, as it was the custom in Tipu’s time, on the condition 

that the Thangal and his people would be loyal to the Company.17All these reforms 

were introduced by the Company to create an atmosphere of peace and tranquility 

in order to facilitate the collection of revenue in the new order. As a trading 

organization the primary aim of the British East India Company was to maximize its 

profit. Their attempt of collecting revenue to achieve this aim invited many 

organized and unorganized resistance movements in the early two decades. When 

the discontented raja heads and chieftains took the banner of revolt against the 

Company, many of the inhabitants rallied behind them. The support of a section of 

the inhabitants to the rebel leaders was a challenge to the new government. The 

                                                           
13  William Logan, A Collection of Treaties, Engagements and Other Papers of Importance Related to 

British Affairs in Malabar, op. cit., p. 152 
14  Ibid., pp. 176-77 
15   There was complaint about the Hindu revenue servants that they forcefully collecting arrear 

revenue for the years 1791 and 1792 which was against the agreement with the Company. 
Besides, there was complaint about the same revenue servants, of difference in rating the 
assessment between the Hindus and Muslims, rating the latter at more than the former. For 
details see Logan, A Collection of Treaties, Engagements and Other Papers of Importance Related 
to British Affairs in Malabar, pp. 189-90.  

16   The Joint Commission was dissolved on 11th October 1793.  
17   Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., p. 501.  
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attitude of the common people of Malabar also contributed in deciding the 

strategies for recruitment and nature of service of the kolkar.  

Early Resistance Movements against the Company 

Most of the early circulars and proclamations of the British were intended 

to raise a feeling of protection among the mappila people of Malabar. But the 

power and privileges reinstated to the upper caste Hindus especially the nair men 

made their attempts futile. The new arrangements implemented for the revenue 

collection caused legitimized continuance of exploitation and oppression. The 

aforementioned circular against discrimination and malpractices of the revenue 

servants was an apt example for analysing the new situation. The mappila tenants 

of Malabar feared that the alliance between the British and the Hindu landlords of 

Malabar would endanger their present position in the land relations introduced by 

Tipu’s revenue officers. In order to alleviate the enmity and to strike a balance 

between the Hindu janmi chiefs and mappila tenants, the government through a 

regulation declared that the mappila people and others who in various instances 

dispossessed the Hindus by force prior to September 1787 were not to be 

disturbed in that possession.18 But its efficacy was very limited because majority of 

the mappila people acquired janmam right on their land after 1787. Besides the 

mappila people and other rent paying tenants, many local chiefs and members of 

the royal families were also dissatisfied with the new settlements. Violation of 

promises, loss of finance and dignity, ill treatment by the Company servants 

persuaded them to take up arms.19 The revolts against British rule in Malabar 

during the early decades were led by mappila chiefs like Manjeri Attan Gurukkal, 

Unni Mussa Muppan of Payanad, and Chempan Pokkar, and Keralavarma Pazhassi 

Raja.20 The entire British Malabar was affected by these revolts.21 Political 

                                                           
18   Stephen Frederic Dale, The Mappilas of Malabar 1498-1922, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1980, p. 

76.  
19   Robert Taylor, the chief of Tellicherry Factory, as per the instruction from Bombay, promised to 

the Malabar raja chiefs that ‘they would not be deserted in the event of the Honorable Company 
coming to an open rupture with Tipu. ’ In March 1790 general assurances of protection were 
issued by the factors of Tellicherry. For details see Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., pp. 462-463.  

20   M. Gangadharan, The Malabar Rebellion, DC Books, Kottayam, 2008, p. 23 
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aspirations and desire for social and economic betterment persuaded them to 

cooperate against the common enemy. The British force in hands with the native 

servants exterminated all these revolts by 1805. It was this period of turmoil which 

became the causative factor for the formation of the kolkar as a military-cum- 

police force.  

Revolt of the Mappila Peasants and its Suppression 

The sympathetic and conciliatory attitude of the British towards the 

mappila community did not last long. The oppression of the land lords and the 

support of the administrative machinery of the state to this oppression instigated 

them to be turbulent and aggressive.22 The system of ‘farming’ land revenue 

introduced by the British exposed the peasants to many illegal exactions by the 

local chieftains and their agents. The arrangements introduced by the Company in 

Malabar for the collection of revenue involved the use of the traditional influence 

of the janmimar, who were almost all upper caste Hindus, and of other traditionally 

influential persons. It was through this system of revenue collection the British 

form of state management penetrated into the political arena of Malabar. This 

system forced the peasants to share the products from land between the tenants, 

the landlords and the government.23 The landlords and the state were the 

beneficiaries of this arrangement. A major portion of the produce was taken away 

by these two agencies. The newly created British judicial system and the police 

facilitated for the exploitation.24 The mappila people of South Malabar refused to 

pay land revenue and in some areas open encounters took place between them 

and the agents of the chieftains. In Valluvanad, when the Company government 

restored the management of the region to the Vellattiri Raja, it was soon proved 

that he was incapable to repress the feud between the nair and mappila people. 

                                                                                                                                                                   
21   South Malabar was the area of influence to the mappila chieftains and Pazhassi Raja led the 

revolt in north Malabar.  
22   British administrators like Jonathan Duncan interpreted the Mappila outbreaks as the result of 

inherent aggressive character and lack of civilization of the Mappila community. Cf., K. N 
Panikkar, Against Lord and State: Religion and Peasant Uprisings in Malabar 1836-1921, Oxford 
University Press, New Delhi, 2001, p. 57.  

23   M. Gangadharan, The Malabar Rebellion, op. cit., p. 23 
24  Ibid.  
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So, in May 1793, the Joint Commissioners decided to take the territory back and 

manage directly. The escape of the Raja and his family to Travancore at the time of 

turmoil and non-extension of assistance to the Company in its war against Tipu 

Sulthan were other factors for this decision by the Commissioners.25 The resistance 

encountered by the revenue agents crippled collection of revenue in many parts, 

especially in south Malabar.26Farmer, one of the Commissioners reported that, the 

mappila people will not be brought back to their old positions under Hindu 

landlords without the risk of resistance and rebellion from the places distinguished 

by the names of mappila districts.27 The problem was very serious in the remote 

villages of the southern taluk units.28 The Mappila people in that quarter, wrote 

Major Dow (on deputation in that part of the country), had been very troublesome 

in marauding about the countries in armed parties, and in burning temples and 

houses of the nair people, in the course of which they had put a Hindu headman to 

death.29 Captain Burchal, who was commanding a battalion of sepoys in the 

southern districts, reported to Colonel Hartley, the commander of the troops in 

Malabar, that instead of holding out cowls and seeking measures of conciliation, 

marching of the battalion of army through Valluvanad alone will bring them into 

subjugation.30 The Valluvanad Raja promised assistance of 2000 armed nair men 

for the support of Company battalion. The nair militia of Malabar landlords helped 

the British in many of their operations in Malabar. The commanding officers and 

other administrators of the Company had a good impression about the valour and 

sacrificing mentality of these native troops. The valour and sacrifice shown by the 

mappila armed force under the banner of rebel muppanmar was equal or more 

than that of the native troops. It reflected in the recruitment to the Watson’s Corps 

and the kolkar during the time of rebellions at the beginning of 19th century.  

                                                           
25   William Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., pp. 482-83.  
26   South Malabar is roughly corresponding to the taluks of Ernad, Valluvanad, Ponnani and 

Palakkad.  
27  JCR, op. cit., para 201, p. 192.  
28  The British administrators described these regions as ‘Mappila districts’ and the Mappilas as 

‘jungle Mappilas’. For details see JCR, op. cit., para 187, pp. 176-77.  
29  Ibid., para 284, p. 266.  
30  Ibid., p. 267.  
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The disturbances in Chavakkad and Mannarkkad were most serious and 

invited direct intervention of the government.31 When the violent resistance of the 

poor Mappila people under their regional leaders against the new revenue farming 

system was beyond the control of the Company, Major Dow proposed the 

formation of a mappila militia.32 His proposal was to adopt the plan of Tipu Sulthan 

to recruit the fittest persons from among the Mappila community as revenue 

collectors with the title of mooppan or headmen under the Superintendents of the 

concerned divisions. They would have the duty of collection of the revenues and 

maintenance of tranquility and order in the districts. According to the plan of Dow, 

each mooppan can maintain a fixed number of armed Mappilas to assist in the 

discharge of his duties. The table below describes the plan proposed by Dow.33 

Name of 
Districts/Taluks 

Number of 
Moopas/ Headmen 

Pay/ 
month 

in rupees 

Number of 
armed militia 

Pay/ 
month 

In rupees 

Vettatunad 1 @ 25 50 @ 4 

Ponnany 1 @ 25 50 @ 4 

Chavakkad 1 @ 25 50 @ 4 

Walluvanad 2 @25 100 @4 

Shernad 1 @ 25 50 @ 4 

Ramnad 1 @ 25 50 @ 4 

 

As per the plan the monthly expense for the collection of revenue and 

preservation of peace and order in these taluks was rupees 1, 335. But this plan 

was kept in abeyance for consideration in future.  

The proclamation of general pardon to all offences issued in 1793 had no 

desired effect. Reports of gang robberies, inhuman murders, sending threatening 

letters to extort money and provisions from peaceable inhabitants were repeatedly 

                                                           
31   K. N Panikkar, Against Lord and State: Religion and Peasant Uprisings in Malabar 1836-1921, op. 

cit., p. 56.  
32  JCR, op. cit, para 217, p. 214.  
33  Ibid.  
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received to the Commissioners even after the proclamation.34 In Valluvanad and 

Vettatnad, the mappila chief Hydrose led the dacoits. Major Dow was deputed to 

the region to bring Hydrose in terms with the Company but failed. According to the 

First Commissioners, Hydrose and Unni Mutha were the two most noted and active 

heads of gangs in the whole province.35 The turbulent condition of the district 

forced the British to create and enforce the power of state agencies like military, 

police and judiciary.36 The decline of the Mysorean power and finally the death of 

Tipu Sulthan also stimulated the British to harden the actions against the mappila 

protesters.   

The new revenue policy of the British caused the establishment of a loose 

confederation of mappila mooppan of south Malabar. The revolts led by 

Elampulasseri Unni Mutha Moopman, Chempan Poker and Manjeri Athan Gurukkal 

nearly paralyzed the administration of the British in the southern taluks of Malabar. 

During the period of Mysore rule in Malabar, these mappila chiefs amassed 

considerable wealth and it brought them power and influence among the mappila 

natives. Unni Mutha Mooppan kept with him four head mooppan as heads of gangs 

and about two hundred armed men. There were many subordinates who paid him 

tributes, acknowledging him as their chief and assuming to join him when required. 

Previously Unni Mutha and his 100 followers served for Tipu in his war against the 

English East India Company in 1791.37 After the defeat of Tipu and his cession of 

Malabar, Unni Mutha became inimical to British rule. Unni Mutha had political 

ambitions and he acted like an independent chieftain than a subject. On 2nd 

February 1794, the Bengal Commissioners submitted a supplementary report 

                                                           
34  Ibid., para 216, p. 214.  
35  Ibid.  
36   The Court of Justice was started functioning in Malabar in 1793 itself with the intention of 

impressing the natives with the idea that, the government was determined to protect their 
rights, lives and properties. JCR, op. cit., para 156.  

37  Conrad Wood, The Moplah Rebellion and Its Genesis, People’s Publishing House, New Delhi, 
1987, p. 104.  
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dealing many of the subjects of troubles including Unni Mutha Moopan.38 In the 

same year the government signed an agreement with Unni Mutha by which the 

estate of Elampulasseri was restored to him and an annual allowance of one 

thousand rupees was granted.39 But he refused it and demanded a share of the 

revenue from the region. Unni Mutta made alliance with Tipu Sulthan and from 

whom he received funds.40 He collected revenue and other tolls from large areas of 

Ernad and Shernad. From the information about the fund mobilization of Unni 

Mutta and refusal of allowance offered to him, the government convinced that his 

ambitions were more than that of protection and enjoyment of his usurped 

janmam right over his lands. When the Padinjare Kovilakam Rajas of the samoothiri 

family proceeded to south Malabar to raise disturbances, Unni Mutha joined 

them.41The Supervisor thereupon revoked the agreement and in lieu of it offered a 

reward of three thousand rupees for his capture. Captain MacDonald seized and 

demolished his stronghold on the Pandallur Hill near Malappuram, as well as 

several other fortified houses belonging to him and his followers and pursued him 

as far as to the jungles. Unni Mutha continued his rebellious activities till 1797, 

when the Governor of Bombay pardoned him. In 1800, when Pazhassi Raja 

restarted his rebellion against the government, Unni Mutha along with Manjeri 

Athan Gurukkal and Iruvalinad Nambiars joined him.42 When the second phase of 

the Pazhassi rebellion was more awful, Colonel Wellesley himself drew up the plan 

of military campaign in Malabar. Two regiments of cavalry were dispatched 

through Palakkad Gap to suppress the rebels of South Malabar. In 1802, Unni 

Mutha and many of his followers were killed in an encounter with the Captain 

Watson’s kolkar at Kalipar Hill.  

                                                           
38  William Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., pp. 502-03 
39  William Logan, A Collection of Treaties, Engagements and Other Papers of Importance Related to 

British Affairs in Malabar, op. cit., p. 218.  
40  Stephen F Dale, The Mappilas of Malabar 1498-1922, op. cit., p. 99.  
41  Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., p. 499.  
42  C. A Innes and F. B Evans, Malabar, op. cit., p. 75.  
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Athan Gurukkal was an influential mappila mooppan of Manjeri. He 

amassed large area of landed property during the Mysore rule. The power and 

recognition achieved by Gurukkal under the Mysore rulers brought to him many 

loyal followers. The political developments of Malabar after 1792, made them 

uncomfortable. After the quinquennial settlement of 1794,43 Zamorin of Calicut 

was authorized to collect the revenue of Ernad. But he failed to fulfill his 

responsibility due to many reasons. The fierce resistance of the Mappila people of 

the region was a major obstacle for achieving his target. Besides, he could not 

collect the due share from his nair subjects as well. Most of them refused to pay 

the revenue as they dreamt of the return of the no tax days of the pre-Mysorean 

time.44 The British suspected that the samoothiri concealed the actual collection 

from his assigned territory. The Second Commissioners’ in their report of 28th July 

1801 reported that the Hindu revenue officers of the samoothiri collected more 

than the sanctioned rate as per the agreement with the Company. The severity of 

the exaction was clear in the appeal of the mappila cultivators that they were ready 

to pay not merely the half but two third of Harshed Begh’s jumma for both the 

current and preceding years, if they might be released from the payment of their 

rents to their Hindu land lords.45 Almost all revenue officials of Ernad were mappila 

men. The situation of the region necessitated to take such a decision. These 

mappila revenue officials uniformly betrayed the interests of the samoothiri. The 

mappila mooppan appointed for the revenue collection acted as semi- autonomous 

rulers of the region. Attan Gurukkal was chief among such officials. In 1796, due to 

continuous disorder and confusion, the British temporarily took the direct control 

of the revenue collection in the region of samoothiri. Many British officials 

including Duncan reported that the situation of south Malabar could be controlled 

only by strong hand of power and not by leniency. But the higher level 

                                                           
43  Ibid., p. 73 
44   Stephen S. Dale, The Mappilas of Malabar 1498-1922, op. cit., p. 100.  
45   J. Spencer, J. Smee and A. Walker, A Report on the Administration of Malabar, Collectorate 

Press, Calicut, 1910, para 79, p. 21.  
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administrators were not affirmative to this opinion as the menace ofTipu Sulthan 

loomed over and many of the mappila rebels of Malabar had clandestine relations 

with him. Hence, the British, even after taking the direct charge of revenue 

collection from the holding of samoothiri, sought the help of mooppan like Atthan 

Gurukkal to re-establish peace and tranquility.  

In 1797, when the samoothiri relinquished the revenue collection duty of 

the taluk of Ernad, Attan Gurukkal was appointed by the Company as the darogah 

of Ernad with the expectation of utilizing his influence over the mappila inhabitants 

of the region to maintain peace and order and facilitate the collection of revenue. 

The police establishment newly created under Attan Gurukkal consisted of 100 

armed mappila men.46 But the future developments were quite opposite to the 

expectations of the Company. By the newly acquired police and magisterial power, 

through the office of darogah, Attan Gurukkal increased his influence, wealth and 

position in the region.47 The darogah had considerable magisterial powers like 

deciding civil suits to the extent of 200 rupees and inflicting corporal 

punishments.48 Men like Attan Gurukkal used these powers to extend their 

economic and religious interests. Attan Gurukkal was a distant relative of Unni 

Mutta and it gave him opportunity to led secret operations against the 

government. He wanted to revenge upon the Company for the execution of his 

brother-in-law, Muhammed Musliar.49 With a force of armed followers, Gurukkal 

took away the body of his brother-in-law from the site of execution and buried at 

his residence. It was an open challenge to the authority of British government. Unni 

Mutta also had a same grievance with the Company as his brother was executed in 

1799 for the crime of harbouring an outlaw. The immediate provocations and 

                                                           
46  William Logan, A Collection of Treaties, Engagements and Other Papers of Importance Related to 

British Affairs in Malabar, op. cit., p. 252 
47  Up to the time of the insurrection of 1800, the charge of the police in interior south Malabar was 

vested with the darogah of that caste.  
48  Conrad Wood, The Mappila Rebellion and Its Genesis, op. cit., p. 111.  
49  Muhammed Musliar was arrested and convicted of the murder of a nair in 1795 and was 

executed in 1799.  
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family relations brought them together to ally themselves with Chempan Pocker, 

another prominent mappila of South Malabar.  

Chempan Pocker was employed by the Company as the revenue collector of 

Shernad region. Due to the complaint of bribery and extortion, he was caught and 

imprisoned at Palakkad fortress. In 1799 he escaped from jail and returned to 

Shernad. Following that his possessions were seized and his house was destroyed 

by T. H Baber, the Assistant Collector of Shernad. The British administrators 

expected that these steps would prompt him to flee into jungle to escape capture. 

The similar events in the last months of 1799 experienced by Unni Mutha, Athan 

Gurukkal and Chempan Pocker easily brought them together and they formed a 

dangerous military threat to the power of the English East India Company in south 

Malabar. In January 1800, Chempan Pocker secretly abetted by Attan Gurukkal, 

made an unsuccessful attempt on the life of G. Waddell, the acting Superintendent 

of the southern division. Now the British had no other way but to use force.  

When the second phase of the Pazhassi rebellion started at north Malabar 

in 1800, the insurrections of the mappila mooppan in south Malabar created 

considerable discomfiture to the government. But it was fortunate to the British 

that the participation of the mappila population of South Malabar in these 

outbreaks was less than that in the rising of 1921. The rebel leaders did not 

attempt to mobilize the community in the name of religion. The rebel leaders 

conducted their operations with the armed followers selected from among the 

mappila people. The dissension and jealousy among the rebel leaders prevented 

them from constituting a centralized rebel organization. Each one of them 

operated from his local power base.50 The rebellion took the form of haphazard 

warfare waged by different groups of mappila guerillas. The rebellion was short 

lived and ended in 1802. The rebel leaders and their armed followers were 

completely wiped out by the government forces.  

                                                           
50  Attan Gurukkal at Manjeri in Ernad, Chempan Pocker in Areacode region of Shernad, and Unni 

Mutta in Thiruvazhamkunnu near Mannarkkad in Valluvanad taluk.  
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The outbreak of 1800 under the mappila chiefs revealed their attitude 

towards the defeat and death of Tipu Sulthan. They feared that the establishment 

of British authority in Malabar would endanger their religious and economic 

interests. The system of revenue collection introduced by the British was tough and 

systematic. The influence of the traditional janmi system visible in the mechanism 

for revenue collection introduced by the Company, made the low caste and poor 

cultivators, especially the Mappilas desperate. Though, nair and thiyyar people also 

cultivated in lands, the peculiar caste hierarchy existed in the Hindu religion kept 

them away from the rebellions against the high caste land lords. They were loyal 

both to their masters and the British government. When the Mappila people feared 

the reforms of the Company as a threat to their interests, the nair community and 

other high caste Hindu people wanted the immediate reinstatement of the old 

system. There was recurring of mappila-nair conflicts in different parts of Malabar. 

So the initial years of the Company rule were a time of general insecurity. Another 

reason for the initial troubles was the injudicious haste of the early administrators 

in matters of revenue farming.51 They gave more importance to trade and profit 

than the administration of the region. The result was blatant exploitation of the 

people.  

Resistance of Pazhassi Raja 

The second stage of the Pazhassi Revolt (1800-05) was an important period 

in the development of the police establishment in Malabar. The rebellions and 

insurrection of the last decade of the eighteenth century were suppressed mainly 

by the military power of the British. The military was supported by the unorganized 

and ill-trained armed native servants. The armed force of the local raja people, 

allied with the Company government, assisted the English army. In January 1796, a 

special commission was appointed by the Bombay government to enquire about 

the charges of corruption and bribery of the administrators of Malabar brought 

                                                           
51  T. K Ravindran, Malabar under Bombay Presidency: A Study of the Early British Judicial System in 

Malabar 1792-1802, Mascot Press, 1969, p. 6.  
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before the government by the samoothiri.52 The Commission was authorized to 

enquire and propose their suggestions in other matters also.53 Considering the 

recommendation of the new commission, two Sibandi corps of nair and Mappila 

men were organized. It was decided to station the nair corps in the Southern 

Division of the Province and the mappila corps in the Northern Division.54 The 

government, through this step, expected to bring back peace and harmony among 

the people of the district. But the developments in the district during the years of 

1799-1800 were quite against the expectations of the British. The rebel leaders of 

Malabar began to organize together and led combined operations against the 

foreign government. Kerala Varma Pazhassi Raja was the chief among the rebel 

leaders and he resumed the fight against the Company in 1800.   

The resistance of Pazhassi Raja was the greatest challenge faced by the 

Company after the establishment of its government in Malabar. The settlement of 

1797 between the raja and the Company brought temporary peace in the northern 

division. The relation was strained by the end of 1799 and open encounters started 

in 1800. The violation of the treaty of 1797 and the rebellion of the Raja for a 

second time forced the Company to counter it with strict measures. The alliance of 

the raja with the enemies of the British both inside and outside the province 

prevented the government from any measures of discussion and conciliation.55 The 

defeat and death of Tipu Sulthan not only eliminated the number one enemy of the 

Company in South India but it also brought some economic gains. After the fourth 

Anglo-Mysore war, the Company acquired the province of Canara, Coimbatore and 

Wyanad. The annual revenue of this province was estimated at 7, 77, 170 pagodas 

                                                           
52  William Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., p. 511.  
53  In May 1796 and September 1797, this commission was reconstituted and strengthened by 

adding more members including the Officer commanding of the Province.  
54  William Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., p. 524.  
55  Tipu Sulthan carried on correspondence with Pazhassi Raja during the years of 1797-99 to get 

the assistance of the Raja in his operations against the Company. The British suspected that the 
raja chiefs of Chirakkal and Pazhassi aided Tipu with men and provision. See William Logan, 
Malabar Manual, op. cit., pp. 526, 529.  
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per annum.56Though the Company spent 2 00, 000 pagoda as expense for the 

maintenance of the families of Hyder and Tipu, there was a balance of more than 5 

lakhs pagoda. The surplus income prompted the authorities to suppress the 

rebellious elements with the help of a strong army, an efficient police corps and 

other paid servants for intelligence gathering.  

Failure of the Army 

Many parts of the Madras province were in trouble during the first decade 

of the nineteenth century. The government was forced to deploy their army in a 

scattered manner. It caused for many setbacks to the Company. Limited number of 

armies stationed in different parts of the Presidency was not enough to meet the 

situations of revolts and uprisings. Due to the insufficient military support, they had 

to face many setbacks in Malabar. The Panamaram incident of Wyanad in October 

1802 was an example for the inefficiency of the British army in Malabar. A body of 

nair men, about 400 in number, made a surprise attack on the army stationed at 

Panamaram.57 The nair force was divided into three groups and attacked the 

barracks where the arms and ammunitions were kept, the sepoys stationed and the 

officers of the Company stayed.58 Two European officer59 and twenty-four sepoys 

were killed, twenty-one were wounded and all the buildings were set on fire and 

brought down.60 The method of guerilla warfare followed by the rebels of Malabar 

proved that the sepoys and European troops alone were not sufficient to suppress 

them. From the beginning of its rule in Malabar, the Company spent a major 

portion of their revenue as expense for the military service.61 Different wings of the 

British army were the major instrument to counter the challenges against their 

rule. In the year 1793-94 more than 75 per cent of the total revenue of the 

                                                           
56  Lieutenant Colonel W. J Wilson, History of the Madras Army, Vol. II, Government Press, Madras, 

1883, p. 334.  
57  W. J Wilson, History of the Madras Army, Vol. III, Government Press, Madras, 1883, p. 55.  
58   Ibid.  
59  Captain Dickinson and Lieutenant Maxwell  
60   W. J. Wilson, History of the Madras Army, Vol. III, op. cit.  
61  K. K. N Kurup, Modern Kerala: Studies in Social and Agrarian Relations, Mittal Publications, Delhi, 

1988, p. 8.  
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Company siphoned off the military establishment in Malabar.62 But in many 

occasions the operations of the army proved to be failure. The province was 

garrisoned by Bombay troops from the period of their acquisition in 1792, up to the 

end of 1804. After that most of the Bombay regiments were replaced by the 

Madras establishment.  

Tranquility was temporarily established in Malabar by the year 1801. But 

the reforms introduced by Macleod, the first Principal Collector of Malabar, in 

revenue and coinage enraged the inhabitants, the dissatisfied chieftains and raja 

people.63 There were outbreaks again in Wyanad and other parts of Malabar in 

1802. Although maximum force was stationed in Malabar, the rebellion could not 

put down. The table below shows the deployment of the troops in different parts 

of Malabar district during 1803-04.64 More than eight thousand men stationed in 

different parts of Malabar during 1803. It was because of the serious nature of the 

insurrections of the year that persuaded the government to provide such a big 

number of troops to Malabar.  

May, 1803 October, 1804 

Sl. 

No 
Description Number 

Sl. 

No 
Description Number 

1 
Bombay European 
Regiment 

854 1 
Bombay European 
Regiment 

393 

2 
Bombay Native 
Infantry 

5909 2 
Bombay Native 
Infantry 

4015 

3 Bombay Pioneers 390 3 Bombay Pioneers 412 

4 
Madras Native 
Infantry 

994 4 
Madras Native 
Infantry 

999 

Total 8147 Total 5819 

                                                           
62  Out of the total revenue of Rs. 16, 72, 009 a sum of Rs. 12, 79, 504 were spent on the Company’s 

military establishment in Malabar.  
63  In 1803, Macleod attempted to revise the land revenue of Malabar district within a short period 

of forty days. The rates of exchange were also raised. The fabrication of accounts, the over 
assessment of produce, the assessment of produce that did not exist, the assessment imposed 
on wrong people, and the rigid methods of exaction of revenue from the people were the results 
of his reforms. Added to these, the ill-advised changes in the rates of exchanges created more 
suffering to the tax payers. Later his reforms were withdrawn by Mr. Rickards. For details see 
William Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., pp. 616-17 

64  Wilson, History of the Madras Army, Vol. III, op. cit., p. 146 
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The strength of the troops mentioned in the table could not bring peace 

and tranquility in the district. The troubles in Malabar were a threat to other 

territories under the Company in the Coast. In December 1803, Colonel Montresor 

complained to the authority that his attempt to restore tranquility was 

unsuccessful due to the deficiency of troops. So he asked for more troops. But the 

Madras government was not in a position to provide even a single battalion. Out of 

the eighteen battalions of native infantry of Bombay establishment, 6 to 8 were 

constantly employed in Malabar and Canara.65 The service in Malabar, especially in 

north Malabar, was most unpopular among the Bombay troops. The factors like 

unfavourable climate, long distance from their homes and the length of time 

separated from their families badly affected the efficiency of the Bombay force. No 

regiments could be kept complete because of the difficulty in getting recruits. By 

the end of 1804, a considerable body of Madras army was sent to Malabar under 

Lieutenant Colonel A. Macleod. Because of the failure of the British army in 

maintaining peace in the district, special powers were invested with Macleod, to 

try under martial law, persons in arms against the state and carry out death 

sentence without reference to the government.66 

The experiences of the administrators of Malabar during the period of 

rebellion proved that mere muscle power of the army alone would not bring 

tranquility in the district. Instead of increasing the credibility of the government, 

the increased number of troops and its operations in the Province increased fear 

among the people. Due to failure in establishing peace and security to the life and 

property of the inhabitants by using the strength of the British troops, the 

government was compelled to recruit and train more natives for information 

gathering, revenue collection and policing.67 The kolkaran was a best three-in-one 

                                                           
65  Ibid., pp. 146-47 
66  Ibid.  
67   A unified police organization was established in the Madras presidency only after the enactment 

of the Madras Police Act of 1859. Again the police administration was reorganized after the 
Indian Police Act of 1861, according to the recommendation of the Central Police Commission of 
1860. The Commission recommended reorganizing British Indian police on the model of the Irish 
Constabulary. Till that time, in Malabar, police duties were done by kolkar. They were 
designated in different terms like police peons, police kolkar, armed kolkar, jail guards etc.  
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instrument, available in Malabar, for the purpose. It was during this time that the 

duties of the kolkar diverted to many areas besides the already doing duties as 

assistants for land settlements and revenue collection.  

Towards a New Force 

Admission of natives into British military and internal security wings was not 

a new thing. From the beginning of the Company administration in India they 

recruited local inhabitants to strengthen their administrative machinery. It was 

experimented and found effective at the beginning of the second half of the 

eighteenth century.68 In Malabar also such experiments were started before the 

establishment of Malabar Province under the Company. In 1734, the fortress of 

Dharmapattanam was defended from the Canarese by a force of 400 men which 

included 140 nair and 120 thiyyar.69 In 1736, mappila people also were enlisted in 

the force by the Tellichery Factors. When the influence of Hyder Ali was piercing 

north Malabar, certain operations were conducted under the Tellicherry Factors 

according to the directions of Bombay government. In such operations, locally 

recruited men served in the army. In March 1768, one such expedition was 

conducted against Ali Raja of Cannanore under the command of Captain Thomas 

Henry. This detachment consisted of 716 effective men besides officers. It included 

232 Bombay sepoys, 80 of the Honorable Company’s Narangapurath nair and 175 

thiyyar. Besides, the prince of Kolathunadu and the raja of Kottayam joined in the 

detachment with 1700 nair men.70 The first commissioners of Malabar had the 

opinion of co-operating the establishments of the native raja for the collection of 

revenue. They negotiated with the samoothiri for a joint collection by the servants 

of the Company and the raja. They proposed the establishment of a canongoe 

                                                           
68 Utilization of local people for the defense of the colonial state was tested by the Company 

authorities in the wars of Plassey and Buxar and in the administrative reforms like Dual 
Government. For details, see Ramsay Muir, The Making of British India: 1756-1858, op. cit., pp. 
53-101.  

69  William Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., p. 365 
70  Ibid., p. 418.  
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department throughout the district by including English and native servants.71 The 

commissioners expected that, through this system, the Company could permeate 

to even the innermost parts of the district. The officers were paid and kept 

altogether by the Company, they would gradually become dependents of the new 

government, the officials believed. They were highly useful to bring into and keep 

in order the accounts of the land and revenue, to serve as local assistants, 

intelligence officers and guides to the supervisor and superintendents in 

performing their duties. The system will also act as a check on the illicit and undue 

exactions of the local chiefs and landlords.72 This proposal of the Commissioners 

was materialized in 1793 when the samoothiri agreed for a permanent canongoe 

establishment and for the collection of revenue being made jointly by his and the 

Company’s officers. As the samoothiri agreed to this, all his subordinate raja men 

also obliged. Hence, a major part of central and south Malabar came under a 

uniform system of revenue collection and a close acquaintance with the native 

servants and the Company government.  

When the Joint Commissioners were in thought of strengthening of the 

administration of justice in the Province, they suggested recruiting respectable 

natives to officiate and assist in the courts.73When the revenue collection of south 

Malabar was in trouble due to the Mappila insurrections, the Company decided to 

depute darogah like Athan Gurukkal from their own community with revenue, 

judicial and law and order responsibilities. Such darogah had permission to 

maintain paid armed followers for the maintenance of law and order and to help 

for revenue collection.  

In April 1797, Jonathan Duncan, the Governor and Lieutenant General 

Stuart, the Commander-in-Chief, arrived in Malabar to investigate the affairs of the 

district. It was, the result of a proclamation of 10th April 1797, for the purpose of 

                                                           
71  Canongoe department was to supervise and control the revenue administration of the region.  
72  JCR, op. cit., para 309, pp. 280- 81.  
73  Ibid., para 491, p. 393.  



 86 

accomplishing certain objects materially affecting the public welfare.74 This 

committee was appointed in the light of the rebellion of Pazhassi Raja. Just before 

the arrival of this committee, the Commissioners took steps to raise a levy of 

irregular troops to harass the Pazhassi Raja.75 The Kootali Nair of Payyoormala was 

employed as the head of this new troop. The aim of this troop was the subjugation 

of Pazhassi Raja. The government through another declaration required all subjects 

not to molest or obstruct the nair in the execution of his duties but to assist to the 

utmost of their power in forwarding his service.76 This troop was raised on the 

advice of Swaminath Pattar, minister of the samoothiri. But soon a treaty was 

concluded with Pazhassi Raja and temporary peace was established in the region. 

The militia specially set up under Kootali Nair was then disbanded. Two Sibandi 

corps of nair and Mappila people were organized.  

Frequent complaints and representations from the landholders and ryots of 

Malabar, about the inequality of the present system of realizing the revenue of the 

province, persuaded the Commissioners to take steps for a comprehensive 

inspection of estates. It was conducted under the supervision of Smee, one of the 

members in the Commission. He was authorized to select qualified men for the 

completion of the task. The survey and assessment were intended to redress 

whatever grievances existing and to obtain an accurate knowledge of the 

resources, products and rights of every individual.77 For this survey Smee depended 

mainly on native servants in the village level like parbutties (pravarthikkar), menon 

and kolkar.  

By 1799, due to the failure of the native raja and chiefs in fulfilling their 

engagements, the government assumed the charge of the collection of the revenue 
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at major parts of the district. Consequently, the revenue establishments of these 

regions directly came into the control of the Company. It was in the same year Tipu 

Sulthan was defeated and killed in the fourth Anglo-Mysore war and consequently 

Wyanad was ceded to the British. But Pazhassi Raja laid claim to Wyanad and 

persisted in keeping possession of it. To use pressure he raised a large body of men 

consisting of nair and Mappila people including the disbanded troops of Tipu 

Sulthan.78 The government decided to severely punish the Raja. As part of this 

decision special native force like kolkar was raised and effectively used for the 

suppression of the rebellion.  

Watson’s Corps 

In the middle of 1800, certain important changes took place in the 

administration of Malabar which had its impact on the events thereafter. The posts 

of two superintendents were abolished. With effect from 1st July 1800, the 

administration of Malabar district was transferred from Bombay presidency to 

Madras Presidency. Lord Clive, the Governor of Madras, after an analysis of the 

system of government then existed in Malabar, assumed that the system had 

proved incapable of asserting and maintaining the supremacy of British power 

either in the realization of the revenues or in enforcement of the verdicts passed of 

the criminal courts.79 Certain reforms in the existing system was introduced by 

Clive to meet the challenges from the rebel mappila, and chiefs which include (1) 

abolition of the control and supervision of the Commission, (2) suspension of the 

functions of the criminal courts, (3) extension of the criminal jurisdiction power of 

the Officer Commanding the forces in Malabar, for the purpose of bringing the 

rebels to trial by summary process, to all cases of criminal nature (4) appointment 

of one Principal Collector and subordinate collectors with the power to administer 
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justice in civil cases.80 The military administration of Malabar was already in the 

hands of the Madras government.  

Attempt of the government in collection of revenue backed by the troops 

was not a success. The military regulation prevalent at the time prevented the 

troops directly involve in the collection of revenue.81 In 1805, the Governor of 

Madras directed the Principal Collector of Malabar to withdraw the regular troops 

stationed in the district for the collection of revenue. If it was found necessary to 

retain the troops for the purpose there should be ample reason for that.82 This 

decision proved that the government was trying to avoid the presence of regular 

troops in the civil administration of Malabar so as to get the support of the people. 

The service of both the revenue kolkar and police kolkar were available for the 

purpose of revenue collection. In many ways it was more convenient for the 

government. They were civil servants in nature. The Principal Collector and his 

subordinate officers could control and direct them. Almost all the kolkar recruited 

were natives of the region they were working and had close relation with the local 

people. Through the employment of the locals for the collection of revenue, the 

East India Company expected to achieve the popular face of its governance.  

In 1800, Captain Watson was entrusted to the organization of an armed 

police corps for the collection of the revenue.83 The new police corps consisted of 

500 men trained and equipped in the model of the constabulary force later formed 

in London.84 It was after that, the Malabar militia, an irregular and undisciplined 

force maintained and served under the native rajas and chiefs was disbanded. The 
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decline of the power of the native raja chiefs caused the decline of employment in 

the royal courts. Many of the natives who served as troopers, revenue servants and 

other workers in the region became unemployed. It was an opportunity for the 

British to get recruits for their service.85 At the time of formation the corps, the 

British intended to the extirpation of gangs of mappila thieves and robbers whose 

cruelties and depredations had for a length of time kept the district south of the 

Beypore river in a relentless state of trouble and confusion.86 There were many 

obstacles in the collection of revenue and as a result a large amount remained as 

arrears. Warden opined in his report that the service of the kolkar corps was 

beyond the expectations of the Commissioners upon whose recommendation the 

Corps was originally raised. The sincere and dedicated service of this corps inspired 

the authorities to increase the number of the Corps and deploy them in all 

turbulent parts of the district.  

Watson’s police kolkar force was the chief instrument for the suppression of 

the rebellions of Malabar, especially in Wyanad, in the early years of the 

nineteenth century. Before 1800, kolkar were mainly served as revenue collectors, 

messengers, and assistants to the survey officers. But the turbulent condition of 

Malabar at the beginning of the nineteenth century compelled the Company to 

recruit more locals to meet the situation. The administrators had opinion to use the 

native servants for military and police purpose. Gillis, the Sub collector of Northern 

division, shared his concern about the security of the division due to the presence 

of the rebels in Thalasseri, Kannur and Mahe.87The sub collector complained about 

the shortage of force in the division. He proposed the recruitment of local 
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see C. A Bayly, Empire and Information: Intelligence Gathering and Social Communication in 
India, 1780-1870, Cambridge University Press, New Delhi, 1996.  

86  Report of Thomas Warden dated 10th July 1804, para. 5.  
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inhabitants with mooppan as heads to defend the region.88 Such recruits worked 

along with the kolkar trained under Watson. The armed district kolkar and the 

other native recruits were used for night patrolling also.89 Though there was 

revenue and police kolkar, they were inter- changeably deputed for both duties. 

The specially trained police kolkar were placed under the commanding officer till 

1805. After that, their control was transferred to the district Collector.90 

The period between 1800 and 1805 was decisive to the Company 

government as concerned to the political stability and administration of the district. 

Besides the Pazhassi rebellion with its strong hold at north Malabar, the 

government faced many challenges from other parts of Malabar also. The 

discontented people from different sections of the society wore the dress of rebels 

and took up arms against the British. The government, to a great extent, used the 

force of the kolkar to meet such challenges. Many encounters were taken place 

between the rebels and the kolkar. In many occasions, the British officers under 

whom the kolkar served eulogized the dedication and sincerity of this native 

force.91 An examination of the service of the kolkar to the foreign government at 

this critical point of time helps to convince anybody the fact that why the British 

officers praised the service of the kolkar, though they were a grass root level 

servants under the Company with a low salary and other service perks.  

The kolkar in Policing Malabar 

The British government found the raids of local chieftains in Malabar as 

gang robbery. These robberies were part and parcel of the livelihood of Malabar 

with the arrival of Europeans and the end of the raja rule. Gang robbery and 

depredations were common in Malabar during the early years of the British rule. It 

became a regular phenomenon throughout the district at the time of the second 
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phase of the Pazhassi rebellion. During this period the entire taluk units of the 

province were affected either partially or fully by the rebellious activities. The 

atmosphere of troubles facilitated for the activities of robberies in the region. 

Religious, economic and political reasons contributed to this. In South Malabar, 

gang robberies organized by rebel leaders like Unni Moota, Hydroose and Chempan 

Pocker disturbed internal peace of the taluk divisions of Valluvanad, Ernad, 

Shernad and Ponnani. Besides gang robberies, they committed inhuman murders, 

and extorting money and provisions from the inhabitants.92 Religious fanaticism, 

starvation and agrarian discontents inspired the poor mappila people to rally 

behind them. The image of the British, constructed by the rebel mappila leaders 

among their followers, was that along with the nair people they were celebrating 

any incidents of humiliation to the Mappila people.93The antipathetic attitude 

towards the British government and their supporters, created by the mappila 

leaders among their followers, inspired the poor mappila people to fight like 

suicidal squads. They actively participated in all operations of the protesters. There 

were many instances of gang robberies in Ernad taluk by small mappila groups in 

1803. Rickards, in a letter reported that the police kolkar of Watson ably defended 

such operations with great losses on the side of the marauders.94 

In North Malabar also, gang robbery was one of the important issues to be 

settled by the Company government to establish their credibility among the 

inhabitants. The subjugation of the native raja chiefs and local chieftains by the 

East India Company and the introduction of new system of revenue administration 

left many of the natives unemployed or underemployed. Some of them resorted to 

robberies for their livelihood. There were reports of many such incidents during the 

years of the Pazhassi resistance.95 The armies could not prevent such violence 
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effectively. The kolkar were deputed in such places and open encounters were 

common between them. The teams of the kolkar were able either to kill or to 

secure the rebels in hands and put them for trial. In the central division also the law 

and order situation was not perfect during the period of Pazhassi rebellion. The 

revenue collection was not carried out successfully. The bandit leaders like Eltoor 

Moopah and Imbichunni were captured by the British with the dedicated service of 

the kolkar deployed there.96 

The British were successful in suppressing the Pazhassi rebellion by 1805. 

But incidents of gang robberies continued in Malabar. In 1819, Collector Vaughan 

reported to Graeme, the Special Commissioner, ‘gangs of robbers are making 

inroads into South Malabar and after committing robberies and cruelties of most 

barbarous nature they fled into the territories of Cochin where the Company 

servants could not follow them’.97 The Collector recommended restoring the kolkar 

to their former posts as a measure to reduce the incidents of gang robberies and 

related cruelties. He emphasized the services of the kolkar, as local militia, in 

quelling the rebellions and raids of gang robbers and bandits in South Malabar and 

Wyanad during the first two decades of British.  

The kolkar and the Pazhassi Rebellion (1800-05) 

In 1800, Pazhassi Raja again raised the standard of revolt. After the defeat 

of Tipu Sulthan in the Fourth Anglo-Mysore War, Wyanad was ceded to the British. 

But, Pazhassi Raja who claimed the district strongly resisted all attempts of the 

Company to take possession of the region.98 He raised a large body of force 

including the nair and mappila units. Many of the disbanded soldiers of Tipu 

Sulthan were also absorbed to his force. To meet the challenges of Pazhassi and his 

supporters, the Company also decided to seek the possibilities of native forces. In 

1800 Watson was deputed to raise a force of 500 kolkar and gradually its number 

was increased and reached up to 3000 within five years. A major part of this force 
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was deployed in the northern division, with an intention to help the British in 

quelling the disturbances there. In a place like Wyanad, forest clad hills and 

mountains, the services of the kolkar were remarkable in collecting information 

about the movements of the rebels, their hiding places, sources of assistance, 

strategies of operations and for contacting with the natives. The climate of this hilly 

district caused serious illness and weak physique of both the sepoys from other 

parts of India and the European officers who commanded them. Bad weather, lack 

of provisions and medical aid terribly affected their efficiency.99 W. J Wilson also 

described about the sufferings of the troops in Wyanad during the Pazhassi 

rebellion.100 More than 200 troopers of Wyanad were in the medical list in 1805. 101 

The kolkar showed their loyalty to the masters by dedicated service during such a 

period of trouble.  

The method of guerilla warfare and surprising attacks upon by the rebels 

created troubles to the troops in Wyanad. Though the colonial troops were 

stationed in strategic places of the province with advanced war equipment, 

strategies, and technologies, in many occasions, they were helpless in front of the 

rebels and incurred serious losses in terms of men and arms.102 No such loss 

happened on the side of the kolkar. The combined activities of the sepoys and 

kolkar were effectively used against the rebel parties in Wyanad. One such joint 

effort under J. Wilson near the Cantonment at Kuttuparamba was succeeded in 

driving away a rebel party into the jungles who ambushed on the house of a nair 

near Kottayam cutcheri the previous day.103 When Major Drummond and his men 
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were surrounded by the rebels in his fort, the government sent a reinforcement of 

500 men, out of which 200 were kolkar and 300 sepoys from Kozhikode.  

Trained kolkar parties stationed at strategically important places of Wyanad 

to act against the enemies. Reserved kolkar were also kept at Kottayam to send 

wherever their presence needed.104 When the rebel activities in the northern 

division were again serious in 1804 Baber asked for additional company of kolkar to 

Tellichery. As per the request, the Collector ordered to the Commander-in-Chief of 

Malabar and Canara to provide the service of the kolkar and it was done with 

immediate effect.105 

Further, the government knows well the consequences of deploying troops 

for civil administration. In this situation a native police force was the most suitable 

remedy and it was worked out by Watson in a creative way. His troop was 

employed in Kurumbranad and adjoining places where the rebellion seriously 

affected. To strengthen the hands of Watson in northern division, the Collector 

gave him the charge of revenue collection also. This extended his authority over 

the entire establishments of the division like a sub collector. The transfer of 

revenue rights to Watson was less objectionable to the Board of Revenue as there 

was no need of any additional establishments or extra expense. Watson’s corps 

along with the force of Colonel Montresor marched through the affected areas and 

succeeded in the submission of the majority of the inhabitants. The joint effort of 

Watson and Montresor helped much to restore Kurumbranad from the rebels and 

laid the foundation of permanent tranquility.106 Before the entry of Watson and 

Montresor to Kurumbranad, the rebel party was all powerful. Edachana Kungan 

and Yeman Nair were present in person and the British troops were forced to quit 

the place, with surviving revenue officers.107 Under these circumstances the 

inhabitants dared not to disown the directions of the rebel leaders as it would 

endanger their life and their family. In 1804, the Sub collector of North Malabar 
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informed the Principal Collector that after the surrender of Kallyad Munnaman, 

brother of the rebel chief Kallyad Nambiar, many more rebels were returning to 

their homes.108 He recommended detaching half of the kolkar stationed from 

Irikkoor to Kallyad for the protection of such people from the wrath of the rebel 

raja and his supporters. It would also complete a chain of outposts from east to 

west and secure the traders of Coorg from robbery.109 When protection was 

ensured with the entry of Montresor and Watson’s kolkar both the inhabitants and 

the revenue servants of the region were submitted to the government. They were 

entirely submissive to Captain Watson’s orders and exercised no authority 

independent of his immediate superintendence and vigilant control. After the 

departure of Montresor from Kurumbranad, Captain Watson, through a series of 

rigorous activities, completely evicted the rebel parties from the region. The force 

of sepoys and kolkar was continuing there under the supervision of Watson even 

after reestablishing tranquility. The Collector suspected that if Captain Watson’s 

kolkar now stationed in Kurumbranad were withdrawn, the district would in a few 

days be again overrun by the rebels.110 This report of Collector Rickards is a 

testimony for the role played by kolkar in suppressing the rebels and re-

establishing the authority of the Company governance. The kolkar actively worked 

as an agent of the state under the direct control of the European officers.  

The role of police kolkar of Watson in re-establishing peace and order in the 

province was increasing day by day. In 1800 Watson was directed to set up a 

trained corps of 500. By the middle of 1803, direction was given to increase its 

strength to 1200. But only 800 were recruited by June 1803. Rickards111 informed 

the Governor of Madras the urgency to increasing the number of Watson’s corps. 

Otherwise Wyanad will again plunge into the hands of the rebels.112 He shared the 

opinion of Colonel Montresor to increase the number of kolkar from 1200 to 1800 
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to the complete withdrawal of the regulars from the district. Montresor also 

suggested ensuring the service of able officers for the command of the force. At 

that time, stationing of troops in the province for an indefinite period was not 

possible for the Company. The presence of the military force would adversely affect 

the attempt of the government to bring back tranquility. The military officers 

recommended increasing the strength of the local forces to replace the troops.  

In southern division of the province, the vigilance of the Sub Collector and 

kolkar detachment stationed there completely re-established tranquility as it ever 

was at any past period of the Company’s administration.113 The Collector was 

confident in the service of the kolkar and hoped that the favourable state of the 

southern division would not be affected even if withdrawal of the troops from the 

division was effected. In the region between Cotta River and Beypore, the rebels 

were all powerful, but were completely suppressed by the deployment of a major 

part of Watson’s kolkar force.  

Along with the military operations against the Rebels of the Northern 

Division, the Company administrators sought the assistance of the native 

inhabitants for the capture of the rebel leaders and establishment of peace. 

Besides the kolkar and other native servants, they deputed men of reputation and 

recognition among the inhabitants to collect information about the movements of 

the rebel leaders. By adopting this strategy, the government expected the support 

of an influential section of the society and through them the loyalty of the 

natives.114 The government tried to infuse into the inhabitants of the areas of 

rebellion that they were anxious about the security of life and property of the 

people. In May 1805, Lieutenant Colonel A. MacLeod, Commanding Officer of 

Malabar and Canara issued a proclamation through which he informed the 

inhabitants of Wyanad that an adequate number of troops were stationed in the 
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district for the specific purpose of protecting the peace loving people and for the 

apprehension of persons who disturb the government and people.115 The 

proclamation also warned the people of trial and punishment by the military court 

without any further process if anybody supported the rebels or refused to give any 

information about the rebels available to the nearest Officer Commanding the 

troops.116 Gifts and rewards were offered to the people for informing about the 

rebels or for commendable service in the apprehension or killing of the rebellious 

people.117 In June 1805, rewards were offered for the capture or information about 

the following rebel leaders.118 

 

The peculiar nature of the rebellions in Malabar was the reason why the 

government searched for more indigenous assistance for its suppression. They 

realized that regular troops tied to their transport wagons were of no use in 
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Sl. No Name of the Leader Rewards in pagoda119 

1 Kerala Varma Pazhassi Raja 3, 000 

2 Veera Varma Raja of the same family 1, 000 

3 Ravi Varma raja of the same family 1, 000 

4 Paloor Eman 1, 000 

5 Paloor Rayarappan 300 

6 Edachanna Kungan 1, 000 

7 Edachanna Othenan 300 

8 Edachanna Komappan 300 

9 Edachenna Amu 300 

10 Karverryallay Kannan 300 

11 Yogyamoolla Machan 300 

12 Itty Combetta Kelappan Nambiar 833 
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Malabar. Here the rebel bands were moving in small units through forests and hills 

and following the method of guerilla warfare.120 The kolkar equally mobile and with 

an equal knowledge of the people, their language and the geography of the region, 

hunted down the small groups of the followers of Pazhassi Raja with indefatigable 

enthusiasm. The vigilance of the kolkar helped to clear the low country and drove 

them back into the forests of Wyanad.  

Several orders, proclamations and circulars were issued by the Company 

government to prevent any help from the people to Pazhassi Raja and other rebel 

leaders of Malabar. The kolkar had the duty to ensure the implementation of such 

orders and proclamations. In 1801 a proclamation was issued with the aim of 

disarming the people of Valluvanad to prevent the spread of the rebellion in the 

region. The proclamation demanded all the people of Valluvanad, including the nair 

and Mappila people, to surrender their arms such as muskets and swords to the 

government within two weeks.121 It was also directed to surrender the arms in 

front of the pravarthikkar of respective hoblies. The houses of those who retained 

the arms would be searched by the government servants and all the arms seized 

and forfeited to the government. Naturally, such searches in the village level were 

the duty of the pravarthikkar or village officer. The kolkar were the chief 

instrument for the Village officers to conduct such searches. They had a close 

watch on all persons of the villages concerned and so it was easy to get information 

about the law breakers.  

T. H Baber and the End of Pazhassi Rebellion 

The early phase revolts against the English were terminated by the death of 

Pazhassi Raja on 30th November 1805. Many of his followers were either killed or 

exiled to places like Prince of Wales, an island north of Australia.122 The chief 
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architect behind the final operations against the Raja and his men was Thomas 

Harvey Baber, a young and energetic British officer. In early 1804, Baber came as 

Sub-collector of Tellichery.123 It was to T. H Baber and the Police kolkar organized 

by Captain Watson in 1800, that the chief credit of stamping out the rebellion was 

due.124 The army under Captain Clapham also had a key role in the operation. 

Baber initiated a policy of holding local people responsible for the maintenance of 

peace. When Baber took the charge of Wyanad, he conducted a tour throughout 

the district to enable him to form a judgment of the real disposition of the 

community, and how far they can be relied upon. On this tour Baber realized that 

many of the inhabitants were in favour of the Company, but not dared to openly 

support for the fear of Raja and his men. But many land lords and ordinary people 

were still supporting the Raja and his rebellious activities. Joseph Skaria listed 

names of more than 40 rebel chiefs who supported Pazhassi Raja in his rebellion 

against the British.125 These chiefs and their followers conducted isolated 

operations against the Company’s forces and men. Babur had doubts about the 

credibility of some kolkar stationed at Manantana. Most of them were raised by 

Captain Osborne, the Commander in Chief of the Provinces of Malabar and Canara 

and Captain Watson.126 As the Commanding officer had the sole control over this 

kolkar, Watson could not command them and they made nexus with the rebels and 

hence T. H Baber recommended disbanding and sending them home immediately. 

In a letter, Baber stated that ‘there was a combination of sheristadars, parbutties 

(pravarthikkar), kolkar- police and revenue, merchants and inhabitants all leagued 

against the British. 127 Baber warned through a letter to the Collector that care 

should be taken to prevent the agents from enlisting into the force. The warning 

                                                           
123 T. P. Sankarankutty Nair, A Tragic Decade in Kerala History, Kerala Historical Society, 

Thiruvananthapuram, 1977, p. 17.  
124  Innes and Evans, Malabar, op. cit., p. 76.  
125  Joseph Scaria, Pazhassi Rekhakal, op. cit., pp. xIii-xIiii.  
126  Letter from Baber to Principal Collector dated 27th October 1804, MCF, Vol. 2275, pp. 127-131, 

RAK.  
127 Ibid.  
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was after the arrest of eight kolkar and a subedar on suspicion of communicating 

with the rebels.128 Baber decided to send out from their estates and from the 

district, those who were suspected as supporters of the rebels. By this step Baber 

intended two things. First was to cut off all assistance given by these people to the 

Raja and his men. The second was to give a warning to the people, how the 

supporters of the rebels would be treated.  

Immediately after taking charge as the Sub-Collector of North Malabar, 

Baber chalked out plans to suppress the rebellions of the region. For achieving his 

aims, he utilised the service of the kolkar in an effective manner. In February 1804, 

he was busily engaged with the kolkar in suppressing an extensive rising in the 

jungly portions of Chirakkal under the Kalliyad Nambiar and the followers of 

Pazhassi Raja.129 The secret service of the kolkar helped him to find that the 

mappila people of Irikkur, Kallayi and Venkat were supplying the rebels with arms 

and ammunitions in exchange of pepper. The kolkar with the support of the regular 

troops under Colonel Montresor dispersed the rebels. To block all assistance to the 

rebels from the natives, Baber introduced a policy to hold the people residing in 

the locality responsible for giving information about the rebels. They were also 

prevented from providing food and shelter to the rebels. It had good effects 

because of the vigilance of the kolkar. Many rebels were taken or killed by the 

people. Further, with the support of the kolkar Baber effectuated a complete 

disarmament of the rebel areas of Chirakkal and a lot of arms like muskets, knives 

and swords were confiscated. The policy employed by Baber in the lower country 

to disperse the rebels was implemented by Colonel Macleod in Wyanad and had 

positive results.  

During the initial months of his operations, the kolkar and the people of 

Chirakkal in concert arrested three important rebel leaders and eight of their 
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129  William Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., p. 543.  
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followers. In September 1805, a band of kolkar, after an all night march through 

the forest without considering the heavy rain and attack of the leeches, reached 

sixty yards near the camp of Pazhassi Raja. But the obstacles in the forest delayed 

their reach in the tents and it helped the escape of the rebels.130 The kolkar party 

captured many arms, jewelry and money from the camp. The troops and the kolkar 

constantly moved through the forest, encounters had taken place and casualties 

occurred on both sides. Thalakkal Chandu, the kurichia leader was captured in one 

of these encounters. The show down of the operation of Baber and his team 

against the Raja was on November 30th 1805.131 The Raja was killed on that day in 

an encounter with the troops and kolkar under the direction of Baber. The incident 

was thus described by Wilson, ‘the disturbances in Wyanad and Cotiote (Kottayam) 

were at last terminated by the death of the Pychy Raja, who was surprised and 

killed on the 30th November 1805 by a party of the 1st battalion 4th regiment under 

Captain Clapham, supported by 100 armed peons (kolkar) under the direction of T. 

H Baber, the Sub Collector who had accompanied the detachment. 132 Wilson in his 

description stressed on the service of the army in killing Pazhassi Raja. But the 

British administrators and historians explained much about the diplomatic 

involvement of Babar in the operation. Baber received gratitude of the government 

for his services and a sum of 2, 500 pagodas as reward. The peace of the district 

had not been disturbed very seriously since then except in consequence of the 

Mappila outrages.  

Observations of the European Officers 

During the period of Pazhassi resistances, all officers and administrators 

who served in Malabar had no difference of opinion about the positive impact of 

the service of the kolkar regiment. Watson’s kolkar deployed in South Malabar 

                                                           
130 Ibid., p. 545.  
131  The detailed picture about the moves done by Baber along with selected number of troops and 

kolkar was explained by him in his letter to the Principal Collector of Malabar dated 31st 
December 1805. See William Logan, Malabar Manual, op. cit., pp. 547-54.  

132  W. J Wilson, History of the Madras Army, Vol. III, op. cit., pp. 148-49.  
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during the period of 1800-02 to operate against the mappila agitators were mostly 

nair members from most affluent families. This highly mobile group of irregulars 

under a man like Watson, who had acquired intimate knowledge of the people and 

the country by his long experience of Malabar, was able to defeat mappila 

insurgents in a very few years in South Malabar.133 The service of the kolkar in 

South Malabar helped the Company to achieve the aim of reinstating the high caste 

Hindu janmi chiefs to their landed estates. Restoration of Hindu landlords to their 

old position was one of the most important aims of the company for which they 

were trying from the commencement of its rule in Malabar. By considering the 

services of these native agents for the maintenance of British rule, most of the 

officers and administrators had made positive comments on the kolkar.  

Captain Watson, the chief architect of the kolkar force had great respect 

towards them and their service. Many of his letters to the higher authorities testify 

his attitude towards these native servants of the Company. He always argued for 

better pay and allowances to the kolkar. The Board of Revenue, quoting the 

remarks of Military Auditor, directed the Collector of Malabar to control the 

expenses incurred by the kolkar.134 But Watson justified it and submitted his 

remarks upon the observations made by the Auditor General regarding the 

expenses incurred in connection with the police corps of Malabar. He argued that 

circumstances in Malabar were different from other parts of the Presidency and 

the present method of equipping the kolkar was calculated to keep up the 

efficiency of such a useful body of men.135 

Robert Rickards, the late Principal Collector of Malabar in his report dated 

20th February 1804 highlighted the importance of the kolkar in establishing peace 

in the district.136 He opposed the appearance of large force in the rebel districts. He 

had no faith in mere marching of the troops to subdue the inhabitants in the 
                                                           
133  Conrad Wood, The Moplah Rebellion and Its Genesis, op. cit., p. 112.  
134  Letter dated 4th March 1804, MCF 2383, pp. 245-48, RAK 
135  Letter dated 18th April 1804, Ibid., pp. 425-33, RAK 
136  MCF Vol. 2558, RAK.  
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affected areas. On the contrary, the troops should remain stationary in the rebel 

districts. The civil authority would take steps to establish peace and the troops 

would extend support to them if required. The civil authority must use the kolkar 

for the submission of the rebels. Rickards recommended to the government to 

consider the substitution of the regular troops with the kolkar by placing them 

under ‘good management’.137 According to Rickards, kolkar were the cheapest 

troops available for employment and found the most serviceable and active in 

prosecuting combinations against the state and pursuing small parties of fugitive 

bandits. Rickards, in this report appreciated the service and efficiency of the 

Northern kolkar and recommended to place them under the orders of the 

commanding officer of the Province.  

Wilson, the Sub Collector of Calicut in a letter stressed the cooperation and 

cordial service of the revenue servants with the military officers and troops serving 

in the district for the preservation of peace.138 According to his direction the native 

servants gave prompt intelligence, particularly to Captain Watson and other 

officers commanding the troops or irregulars in the district, and whatever other 

aids they could afford to expedite their successful operations in suppressing 

disturbances.139He appreciated the service of the police kolkar to the civil authority 

in their attempts to the preservation of peace. As it was a time of shortage of food 

grains, Wilson gave special attention to ensure the supply of rice to the police 

kolkar.  

Macleod, the first Principal Collector of Malabar also had good impression 

about the service of kolkar. When Watson prepared and submitted a new pay scale 

for the kolkar, the Collector recommended and forwarded it to the Board of 

Revenue without any reconsideration. Macleod directly witnessed the service of 

the kolkar, when the whole province was rose in revolt against the revenue and 

monetary reforms introduced by him. Rickards, the successor of Macleod also had 

good opinion about the kolkar. It was during his time that the number of kolkar 
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increased up to 3000. He convinced Robert Clive, the Governor, the need for 

increasing the number of kolkar under Watson in Wyanad; otherwise, the district 

would plunge into the hands of the rebels.140 

Warden, who succeeded Rickards as Principal Collector and continued in 

that post till 1816, also praised the service of the kolkar in many occasions. It was 

during his time the new and uniformed pay scale was introduced for the kolkar. 

During his period (1804-16) the service of the kolkar were greatly helped in 

maintaining law and order in the district. Due to the end of the rebellions and 

insurrections of Malabar, Warden limited the number of kolkar into 2000. 

According to him, the service of Watson’s Corps was highly advantageous to the 

British to acquire the permanency of authority over the southern taluks of the 

districts.141 Watson had brought his Corps, with a short period of time, to a state of 

efficiency which called forth the employment of its services not as a body of police 

peons, but as military men to act in concert with regular troops. William Thackeray, 

in a report to the Board of Revenue, emphasized the qualities like courage and 

fidelity of the nair people, by whom the kolkar corps was chiefly composed.142 The 

bravery, fidelity, and patience showed by the kolkar police under a most harassing 

and ungrateful service in their native land against their own countrymen was 

appreciated by many other administrators and officers of British Malabar.  
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Chapter 4 

Recruitment, Service and Payment 

 

Introduction  

The English East India Company started its rule in India from Bengal and all 

reforms taken by them had emanated from Bengal and subsequently implemented 

in other occupied territories as well. Among them, the police administration of 

British India was the innovation of Lord Cornwallis.1 It was during his tenure as 

governor general, a regulation for the police administration of Bengal was 

implemented.2 This regulation made police under the exclusive charge of the 

government and prohibited the zamindar and land lords from maintaining police 

force or similar establishments. While implementing the new regulation Cornwallis 

completely ignored the role of the native institutions and establishments for the 

administration of justice. British top level officers like collectors and magistrates 

blamed the Indian zamindar class and native institutions for the lawlessness and 

high rate of crimes in Bengal. None of these officers were so broad-minded to 

make a comparison of the revenue administration introduced by the Company in 

its territories and the consequent lawlessness. The principle of ‘civilizing mission’ 

chalked out this type of thinking in the minds of European officers.3 The 

implementation of the new system of police administration aroused an attitude of 

non-cooperation among the landed gentry. Large scale discharge of zamindari 

police and low level policemen increased the volume of crime and endangered the 
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situation of public order in the British occupied areas.4 Hence, the successors of 

Cornwallis were not adamant to implement the same policy in other British 

provinces like Madras. Generally, the role of the police in any state was to protect 

the life and property of the people. But the police force of British India gave priority 

to the protection of the British rule. Thus, the organization, recruitment, 

deployment and payment of the police force were based on these aims. 

Recruitment to police force in Malabar also was not an exception to this.  

The Malabar District in the Madras Presidency 

Malabar was entirely different from all other districts of Madras province. K. 

M Panikkar opines that Malabar forms a single geographical and ethnical unit 

preserving in many ways a uniformity of customs and social organization which 

mark it off as a separate entity in India.5 The ecological and social characteristics of 

Malabar differ fundamentally from other districts of Madras Presidency. The 

geographical peculiarities and climate of the land caused for the evolution of its 

own system of agriculture. Human settlements in the districts were also different 

from other parts of Madras. Unlike in other districts of South India, people in 

Malabar villages were living in scattered areas. In a letter by C. Pelly, the member in 

the Board of Revenue to J. D Bourdillon, Secretary to government, informed that 

‘the village system does not exist in Malabar as in other parts of India, the people 

do not congregate generally in villages, but are scattered and reside on their farms 

and in their gardens’.6 Hence, the system evolved by the British, for the 

administration of justice, revenue and police, could not be implemented in its pure 

form. The limited size of Malabar in geographical terms had limited its scope for 

action. The geographical limitations had its effect on the economic, social, religious 

and political structure of the district. The geographical barriers like hills, mountains 
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and rivers restricted the power of the rulers of Malabar into relatively small areas. 

But the intensity of his power was high within this limited area.7It was this limited 

size and relative isolation helped to preserve the pre-colonial structures of Malabar 

and well suited to small units of power. Spencer, Smee and Walker in the 

concluding paragraph of their report to the Madras government noted that they 

reached at the conclusion from the ‘isolated politics of a provincial 

administration’.8 As a consequence, the rulers had a free hand in political and 

economic matters and it marked the fundamental difference between the political 

units of Malabar and other parts of India. Unlike in other parts of India, the soil of 

Malabar was not so alluvial or fertile. Thus, the resource of both the rulers and the 

inhabitants was limited. Limited fertility of the land made the people hardworking. 

Further, reaction of Malabar to the invasion of foreign forces was also in different 

from other districts. The defense of the nair militia against Hyder Ali and Tipu 

Sulthan had no equalizer in South India. The communal polarization witnessed in 

Malabar on the eve of Company rule was unknown to other parts of Madras 

presidency. It was in this context that the Company administrators chalked out 

plans to rule the district. It was quite natural that the political, religious and 

economic factors were reflected in the recruitment of natives by the Company for 

its various departments.  

Recruitment of the kolkar Force 

The first decade of the nineteenth century witnessed many reforms in the 

administrative structure of Malabar. Most of the reforms were introduced with the 

aim of curbing the power and influence of the anti-British elements in the district. 

The European officers, troops and the Indian sepoys were not enough to meet the 

situation. As the newly created Watson’s police corps was a success, the Company 

decided to enhance its strength and agents were deputed to get recruits for the 

force. But enlisting the locals to the police force was not an easy task. At that time 
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a major section of the inhabitants had soft corner towards the rebels and they 

secretly gave food, shelter and other assistance to rebels. Some others feared that 

the support to the foreign government may endanger their life and property. It was 

at this circumstances that the government decided to depute locally reputed 

persons who were supporting the interests of the Company, for recruiting men to 

the government service including police force.9 Northern division faced acute 

shortage of recruits. In July 1803, the Principal Collector informed the Sub collector 

of Northern Division to direct all parbutti officers (pravarthikkar) and other native 

officers of the division, not to obstruct the agents deputed by the government for 

the recruitment of the natives.10 During the first phase of the Pazhassi rebellion 

itself, the Commissioners sought the help of local chiefs for recruiting men to help 

the British troops. Kutaly Nair of Payyurmala recruited a force from his region and 

served as its mooppan or head. Swaminath (shamnauth in records) Pattar helped 

the Company to recruit a huge crowd from the regions of samoothiri.11 

Another strategy used by the British to meet the shortage was to appoint 

the local chiefs or lords to recruit and maintain armed men under their command 

and function as per the direction of the Company officers. The Company paid 

monthly remuneration to the Chief and the armed force maintained by him.12 This 

system was advantageous to the Company in many ways. It reduced the expense 

for the defense of Malabar. The Company expected that recruitment by the local 

chiefs and princes to the armed force would be more effective than the 

recruitment by the Company officials. Most of the men under the local chiefs were 

hereditary followers of their local masters for a long period. Thus, the Company 
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expected more integrity and dedication from this team than the armed men 

working directly under the control of the European officers. The loyalty towards 

their local masters will indirectly contribute to the promotion of the interests of the 

Company in Malabar. The influence of the chiefs and princes over the inhabitants 

of concerned areas and the acquaintance with every nook and corner of the region 

would have an electric effect in quelling the rebellion and to bring back peace and 

order.13 Correct and speedy information and quick actions were possible through 

this system. The newly recruited men under the local chiefs and other respectable 

natives also had given training like the Police kolkar of Watson and so they were 

more disciplined than the previous native troops.14 The service of the native chiefs 

and other respectable persons of Malabar were always welcomed by the Company. 

In 1793, native diwan chiefs were appointed to help the supervisors and 

superintendents.15 In the judicial department local darogah or native judges were 

appointed subordinate to the provincial courts of the superintendents. Robert 

Rickards suggested for the employment of respectable natives of Malabar, most of 

them were in the service of past administrators, in preference to foreign Brahmins. 

It will be a source of conciliation and attachment.16 

The kolkaran as a revenue staff was appointed by local chiefs who were 

deputed by the British for the collection of revenue. They worked as the agents of 

their masters in matters of communication, intelligence, revenue collection and 

protection.17 In the village level, there were pravarthikkar or village officers, menon 

or accountants and kolkar or peons for the purpose of collecting revenue. The 

                                                           
13  The influence of the local leaders upon the inhabitants was experienced by the Company during 

and after the attack on Panamaram Fort in 1802 by Edachanna Kungan Nair and his men. It was 
a one sided attack and the British could not defend it. After the incident Kungan Nair issued a 
proclamation to the inhabitants to meet him on a certain day at a temple near Manandavadi. 
About 5000 men were responded to his call and met there. For details see W. J. Wilson, History 
of the Madras Army, op. cit., p. 57.  

14  The ‘Malabar militia’ an irregular force and undisciplined, serving under the native chiefs, was 
disbanded in June 1801.  

15  William Logan, Malabar Manual, Vol. I, op. cit., p. 498.  
16  Report of Robert Rickards dated 20th February 1804, para. 11, p. 8, MCF Vol. 2558, RAK 
17  Joseph Skariah (ed. ), Talasseri Rekhakal (Mal. ), DC Books, Kottayam, 1996, pp. 12, 30-32, 411-
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pravarthikkar later became the adhikari. The kolkar travelled through all parts of 

the villages to collect dues and deliver demand notices.18 As an agent of their 

masters, the kolkaran was omnipresent in villages. The village headmen depended 

kolkaran to get latest information about his village. Unlike the pravarthikkar and 

menon, the kolkaran was familiar with every places and persons of the village. 

Though the pravarthikkar was the head of the village and menon, the officer in 

charge of accounts, the service of kolkaran was inevitable for both of them to 

complete their duties. When the administration of Malabar was handed over to the 

Company in 1792, steps were taken to systematize every branches of government. 

By the closing years of eighteenth century the experiment of revenue collection 

under the supervision of the native chief and raja people proved a failure. The duty 

was directly taken by the government in major parts of the Province. Consequently, 

village administration became more systematic and the pravathikkar-menon-

kolkaran trio became an inevitable and inter-dependent system in villages.  

The network of kolkar in the villages and their role in collection of, not only 

the revenue of concerned area but information about the pulses of the people was 

soon identified by the government. No other native servants in the company 

service had such a close contact with the inhabitants and knowledge about the 

socio-political and economic condition of the region. Realization of this fact 

prompted the Company to direct Watson to recruit and train a troop from among 

the kolkar. Most of the kolkar were members of reputed families and proved their 

loyalty to the British. What they needed to facilitate revenue collection and prevent 

the rebellious activities and gang robberies was right for possessing arms and 

training in the use of it. The training under Watson was enough to transform them 

into an able local force to assist the British troops in all its activities in Malabar. By 

the beginning of the nineteenth century kolkar became an inevitable part of the 

British native servants in the departments of revenue and law and order.  
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Pay and Allowances 

The salary and allowances for a post under any government decide the 

attraction of the post. As mentioned earlier, the changed political situation in 

Malabar led to unemployment among the people. The end of the power and 

prestige of the local feudatories forced them to disband their forces, palace 

servants, revenue servants and other important officers. Many others lost the 

patronage of the raja and chiefs. The commercial regulations of the Company were 

not favourable to the native merchants and many of them quit the job. These 

newly unemployed categories of inhabitants were the source of recruits to the 

Company service. Most of them were ready to work at low salary. Further, the 

employment under the British was a factor of prestige than its monetary benefits. 

Designations like sheristadar, tahsildar, mukhyasta, pravarthikkar, and menon were 

enough for many men of the reputed families of Malabar. The kolkaran was a 

servant in the lowest rank among the native servants. There was no uniform salary 

for them. Due to the peculiar nature of the duties of kolkar their payments were 

made both from the revenue and police charges.19 Pearson in a report remarked 

that out of the 330 kolkar employed in the Central Division, only 191 were paid 

from the revenue charges.20 Captain Watson through a letter informed to Rickards, 

the new Collector, about the proposal for the salary and allowances of the kolkar 

during the time of Macleod, previous Collector.21 The letter was Watson’s response 

to the enquiries made by Principal Collector about the pay and allowances of the 

police kolkar under him. In 1803, Rickards directed the sub collectors to divide each 

taluk into parbuttiships or villages under parbutti and appoint one menon and 

three kolkar to assist him. No fixed pay was suggested by the Collector, but there 

was a general direction that the total expense of revenue collection in the villages 

should not exceed five per cent of the jumma.22 In Polanad taluk it was fixed as fifty 

gold fanam to the parbutti, twenty five to the menon and 8 to Kolkars. When 

Watson formed his 500 kolkar before the coming of Macleod as the Principal 
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22  MCF Vol. 2313, pp. 7-9, RAK.  
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Collector of Malabar, their pay was 12 veeray fanam per month. The kolkar at that 

time was stationed at the mappila districts. The government supplied rice to the 

kolkar at cheaper rates to the whole year. When Macleod took the charge of the 

district, he decided to extend the service of the kolkar to the whole of Southern 

and Northern divisions and he recommended to the government to increase their 

pay and allow batta in extraordinary occasions. The pay and allowances proposed 

by Watson were recommended by Macleod and sent to the government for final 

approval. He recommended for eight companies of police kolkar in the following 

pattern.23 

Proposed Number Designation Pay in VeerayFanam 

1 Subedar 75 

1 Jamedar 60 

2 Havildar 30 

2 Naiques 23 

48 Privates/kolkar @ ½ fanam/day 15 

Total 203 

 

The statistics given in the table shows that all officers above the kolkar had 

monthly pay, but to the kolkar, pay was proposed per day. It reveals that all kolkar 

were not permanent staff under the Company. They were recruited and paid for 

the days they actually worked. This was to reduce the expense of the government. 

This system had been practiced previously by the British at Thalasseri. Besides the 

regulars, the British recruited many nair and thiyyar as fighters on demand and 

gave them arms but no pay or allowances. They received special festival allowances 

on occasions of onam and vishu, two important festivals of the Hindus of 

Malabar.24 It was introduced to meet the emergency situations without incurring a 

regular military expenditure.  

For the government, police kolkar were needed only when there were 

problems of law and order. So a minimum number was maintained as permanent 

force and the remaining were recruited regionally when needed. The strength of 
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the kolkar varied according to the needs of the situation. In certain situations, some 

kolkar had no duty to perform. A statement of 1817 reveals that out of 909 kolkar 

in Malabar, 145 had no employment.25 Some of them were under suspension. 

Further there were instances of unauthorized absence and escape by the kolkar 

when the work was perilous. According to the proposal of Watson the total 

expense for 8 Companies of kolkar and related establishment is given in the table.26 

 

Captain Watson, though in charge of the police kolkar, allowed the pay and 

batta of a Major from the paymaster’s office.27 The men in his force had not 

sanctioned the increased pay proposed, but had provided a seir of rice per day in 

the event of their being sent away from the Southern districts of Malabar.28 

                                                           
25   Letter dated 4th June 1817, MCF Vol. 2284, pp. 140-41, RAK.  
26   MCF Vol. 2229, op. cit., p. 6, RAK.  
27  Though Watson was the head of a police force and received the salary of a Major, he was 

considered as a civil servant. When the military authority complained about the insubordination 
of Watson, the Principal Collector communicated to the government that the police force was 
under the control of the Collector and Watson was considered as a civil servant ever since his 
appointment. See MCF Vol. 2324, pp. 211-28, RAK 

28  MCF 2228, op. cit.  

Proposed Number for 8 
Companies 

Designation 
Pay in 

VeerayFanam 

8 subedar 600 

8 jamedar 480 

16 havildar 480 

16 naiques 368 

384 
Privates/kolkar @ ½ fanam/day 
or 15/month 

5760 

3 Drums @23 fanams 69 

3 Fifes @ 23 fanams 69 

1 Doctor 75 

1 English Writer 175 

Total 8075 

@12 ¼ in Star Pagodas 
6

59 
@14. 75 Coimbatore rate 

Star Pagodas 

 

546 
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Though designation was same, many duties were done by the kolkar. Rate 

of pay depended upon the job assigned to a kolkaran. The geography and risk 

factor in the area of work were also considered for fixing pay. Availability of recruits 

was also a factor for fixing the rate. In some occasions kolkar were recruited locally 

to cope with the situation.29 They were not a part of the regular kolkar. In such 

occasions pay was fixed by the authorities according to the urgency of the 

enlistment. Pay varied according to the taluks and even in the same taluk there 

were different pay rates. In 1803, the pay proposed for kolkar peons of the Sub 

Collector’s cutchery in Cochin was 1. 18 star pagoda and in the Judicial and Police 

establishment it was 1. 6 star pagoda.30 In the same year the pay fixed for 33 kolkar 

of the Polanad division of North Malabar was 8 gold fanams per month.31 Canolly in 

a statement submitted to the Special Commission in 1852 mentioned about the 

different pay rates existed in Malabar in the years between 1841 and 1851.32 

As concerned to the revenue kolkar, there were village level appointments 

at first under the supervision of pravarthikkar and later under the adhikari. In the 

case of revenue kolkar also, pay rate was different in different taluk units. The pay 

rate for the kolkar in the taluk divisionsof North Malabar during the period of 

Macleod shows this difference. In the taluks units of Pynad, Pyoormalla, Kutyadi 

and Koormanad, the pay of kolkar was one star pagoda and six fanams per month. 

While in the taluk of Tamrachery (Thamarasseri) and Polway it was only one star 

pagoda.33 In Polanad, the pay of the kolkar was eight fanam per month. The 

appointment order of the pravarthikkar of Polanad division included details like the 

                                                           
29   In a letter dated 28th March 1804, Captain Watson requested for at least 130 additional kolkar to 

cope with the rebels who were dispersed into small parties and committed several acts of 
hostility against the native servants and the well disposed persons. For details see MCF Vol. 
2383, pp. 358-59, RAK.  

30   MCF Vol. 8684, p. 107, RAK.  
31  Ibid., p. 373.  
32  There were 11 rates of pay from 2 to 7 rupees for police and revenue kolkar that existed in 

Malabar during these years. See for details the table dated 21st April 1852, enclosed in the MCF 
Vol. 7336, op. cit.  

33   MCF Vol. 2229, op. cit., p. 209.  
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names and pay for the menon and kolkar. Later the different pay rates in these 

taluk units were made uniform in conformity with the order of the Collector.34 The 

kolkar were appointed in the cutcheri of the Principal Collector, Sub Collectors and 

various districts with the designation of peons.35 They did all duties in their offices 

including travelling to courts and villages as messengers and agents of their 

supervising officers and the government. In the cutcheri also there was no 

uniformity of pay.  

After 1858, the duties and functions of the government were greatly 

expanded and there was corresponding increase in the duties of the kolkar. For 

every department, villages were the basic units. The village officers were 

responsible to collect and provide information needed for the departments 

concerned. The adhikari had to do many works with the departments of police, 

court, income tax, births and deaths, health and sanitation, railway, agriculture, 

etc. The adhikari mainly depended kolkar to collect great number of information 

from villages. The service of the kolkar was appreciated by the European officers in 

many of their letters and reports. The need for increasing their pay was also 

recommended. In 1860, the average pay of the kolkar was two and half rupees. In 

1861, Grant, the Collector of Malabar recommended to increase the pay of kolkar 

from rupees two and half to 5.36 The proposal of the Collector was approved and 

recommended to the government by Pelly, the member in the Board of Revenue, 

who was appointed as Commission to recommend the revision of village 

establishments in the Presidency of Madras.  

The government decided to meet the expense for the village establishments 

from the income from the villages itself. For this, an Act was passed in 1864 

providing for the collection of an additional tax from the village tax payers.37 The 

                                                           
34   Order dated 8th June 1803, see Ibid., p. 210.  
35  Ibid., p. 353.  
36   Letter from Collector Grant to Pelly, dated 25th July 1861, para 11.  
37   Village Tax Act- Act No. IV of 1864.  
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