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			Whenever the word ‘tribal’ is mentioned, the first name that comes to my mind is that of Eklavya, whose story of courage, reverence and sacrifice is one of the most inspiring tales from the great epic Mahabharata.

			Eklavya was a young tribal prince who wanted to learn archery and approached the famous guru of the Pandavas and Kauravas, Dronacharya. However, Drona refused to accept him as a student, a decision often attributed to his vow to make Arjuna the greatest archer, and in some versions, because Eklavya did not belong to the royal class. Undeterred, Eklavya created a clay idol of Drona and practised before it with dedication. He soon became a brilliant archer. When Drona later witnessed his skill, he was stunned. It was clear that the young boy had surpassed Arjuna, Drona’s favourite pupil among the Pandavas. How could the guru allow a tribal boy to outshine the prince he had sworn to make the greatest archer in the world?

			To uphold his vow and Arjuna’s reputation, Drona asked for Eklavya’s right thumb as gurudakshina (an offering to the teacher). Without hesitation, Eklavya cut off his thumb and offered it, setting an example in devotion, discipline and renunciation.

			Eklavya’s story reflects the true spirit of tribal life – forged on respect and valour. He stands as an enduring symbol of how tribal people stay strong and true to their values, even when treated unfairly or marginalized.

			Although Eklavya is often considered one of the earliest known tribal characters in Indian mythology and literature, his presence is not recorded in history.

			Then, according to historical records, what is it that we do know about the tribals of India?

			The history of tribes in India goes back thousands of years. Many tribal groups, like the Gonds, Bhils, Santhals, Todas and Jarawas, were among the earliest people to live on the subcontinent. Some, like the Andamanese, are believed to descend from early human migrants out of Africa, with their presence in the region possibly dating back around 50,000 years or more. Records from the Mauryan period refer to organized tribal societies.

			India, with over 700 tribal communities, is home to some of the world’s most ancient and diverse indigenous people, known collectively as Adivasi. According to the 2011 census, the tribal population in India was 104 million, constituting 8.6 per cent of the country’s population.

			What Makes TRIBAL PEOPLE Special?

			Unique Bond with Nature 

			India’s tribal communities share a deep and special connection with Nature. For them, forests, rivers, mountains and animals are not just useful, they’re a sacred and intrinsic part of their lives. Their festivals, songs and daily work are closely linked to Nature. Many tribes believe that certain trees, hills and animals are connected to their ancestors or gods. They follow traditional methods of farming and collect forest produce in a way that doesn’t harm the environment. Their knowledge, passed down from elders, helps protect the land and its resources. Because of this, tribal communities have been among the best caretakers of India’s forests and natural beauty.

			Democratic Values 

			Many tribal communities in India follow simple and traditional ways of self-rule that are fair and effective. Important decisions are made in village meetings, where elders and respected people discuss and agree on what is best. Everyone, rich or poor, can share their thoughts. Leaders are chosen because they are wise and experienced, not because they are powerful or wealthy. In some tribes, women also take part in these decisions. This shows that tribal people have been practising their own kind of democracy for many generations, even before modern governments were formed.

			Rich Culture and Literature 

			Tribal culture and literature in India are rich, diverse and deeply rooted in oral traditions. Each tribal community has its own customs, music, dances and festivals that reflect their close bond with the environment, their ancestors and daily life. Instead of written texts, they pass down their knowledge through storytelling, folk songs and rituals, making oral literature a vital part of their identity. In recent times, some tribal writers have begun to write in their own languages or in regional languages, helping in preserving and sharing their unique voices with the wider world. Tribal culture and literature together form a living legacy that continues to inspire and educate.

			Contribution to the Nation and Society 

			Tribal communities in India have contributed to the country in many important ways. They took part in the independence struggle, bravely fighting to realize their dream of a free nation. Their art, music, stories, dances and crafts have made India’s culture richer and more colourful. Many tribal people have made the country proud through their talent and hard work in sports. In areas such as education, health and social work, they continue to bring positive change, proving their commitment to the nation. Modern society can learn many valuable lessons from tribal communities. Tribals live closely with Nature, using only what they need – something the world needs to emulate now more than ever. They believe in sharing, helping one another and living a simple life. Most of all, their strength and self-reliance in difficult times show us how to act with honour, courage and care for both people and the planet.

			Struggles, Then and Now 

			For centuries, tribal people in India have faced exploitation and injustice. Their forests and lands were taken away by powerful rulers, landlords and, later, by the British. They were often forced to work without fair pay, treated badly and evicted from their homes. During British rule, forests were declared government property, and tribals were stopped from using the land they had inhabited for generations.

			Even after Independence, many development projects such as dams, mines and industries led to the displacement of tribal families without proper support or respect for their rights. They lost their land, jobs and way of life. Although some laws have been made to protect them, tribal communities still struggle for justice, respect and equal opportunities in many parts of India.

			One significant step towards righting these historical wrongs was the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006, commonly known as the Forest Rights Act. This law recognizes the rights of forest-dwelling tribal communities over the land and resources they have used for generations. It gives them legal rights to their land and a say in looking after their forests and environment. However, the fight for effective implementation of this law continues in many areas.

			What Can We Do To Make a Difference?

			We should protect their homes, forests and way of life so they can live safely and proudly on their own land. Good schools and hospitals should be built in tribal areas to help children learn and families stay healthy. Schools should include their languages and stories so children feel proud of their identity.

			We should also help tribal people get jobs and training that match their skills – such as farming, making handicrafts or caring for the forest. Their cultures vivid diversity should be celebrated, not forgotten. They must have a voice in the changes that affect them, whether it is about their villages, their forests, or their future.

			Most of all, we must treat them with empathy and fairness. We must listen to their voices, learn from their rich experiences and stand by them. Together, we can build a world where everyone, including tribals, lives with freedom, dignity and hope. Like Eklavya, who stood tall with unwavering commitment to his values, India’s tribal communities continue to uphold their heritage with courage and grace. It is now our shared responsibility to stand with them, honour their rights and be guided by their wisdom.

			

			Why These Stories Matter

			In the following pages, you will meet freedom fighters, reformers, environmentalists, artists, adventurers, sports icons, activists and many other pioneers.

			You will read inspiring stories of revolutionaries who battled the cunning of colonizers with sheer bravery, green warriors who took on the enemies of the forest, legends who placed India on the global sporting map, changemakers who ushered in a powerful renaissance and voices who stood firm in their fight for dignity.

			By reading stories about such people, you will learn qualities such as resilience, grit, patriotic fervour, unmatched resolve, empathy and generosity of spirit, traits that make these men and women true trailblazers.

			You will immerse yourself in tales of valour, tenacity and selflessness, stories of Adivasi icons who dared to dream, to resist and to transform the world around them, brimming with action, adventure, excitement, gumption, sensitivity and hope.
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			When it comes to India’s struggle for freedom, the first major incident talked about is the Sepoy Mutiny triggered by Mangal Pandey, an Indian soldier in the British army. He attacked the officers of the East India Company on 29 March 1857 and is regarded as the first freedom fighter. There have been films made, dramas staged, eulogies sung and reams written on him.

			However, not much is known about the fearless tribal warrior who led a rebellion against the colonizers more than eight decades before Pandey. His prolonged uprising from 1771–85, which shook the British to the core, became the forerunner of many such revolts.

			This is the story of Tilka Manjhi, whose resistance against the cunning oppressors created a template that would inspire tribal rebellions like the Halbas in 1774, the Bhils in 1818, the Kols in 1831 and the Santhals in 1855–56. 

			

			Tilka was born on 11 February 1750 into a Santhal family and was named Jabra. His father, Sundar Murmu, was the chief of the clan and Jabra was his heir.

			The tribe lived in the Rajmahal Hills, a densely forested area in the Chhota Nagpur Plateau (a region that spreads over Jharkhand, Bihar, West Bengal, Odisha and Chhattisgarh).

			Growing up, Jabra prepared himself for his future role by gaining both physical strength and moral wisdom. Wrestling bouts and workouts with his friends, hunting wild animals, mastering archery and sword fighting, climbing trees and swimming in rivers turned him into a fearless and tough warrior. For spiritual growth, he turned to the teachings of Maran Buru, the supreme deity of the Santhal people.

			When he finally took over as the chief, he was given the name Tilka, which, in the local dialect, translates to ‘person with angry, red eyes’, and Manjhi, meaning ‘the village head’.

			For centuries, the Santhals lived peacefully in the Rajmahal Hills. The forest provided for all their needs. Invaders came and left, but the Santhals were never troubled. They were self-sufficient and sustained themselves through cultivation and hunting.

			However, things changed drastically after the British East India Company won the Battle of Buxar in 1764 and became the virtual rulers of the Bengal region. The Company began directly administering and collecting taxes from the Adivasi through so-called landlords or zamindars. When the farmers failed, or refused, to pay these taxes, the Company confiscated their lands.

			

			As the locals struggled with this entirely alien system, they were hit by another tragedy. The Great Bengal famine of 1770 struck, killing more than 3 crore people. The impact on the Santhals was devastating.

			While the Adivasi expected some form of humanitarian aid or tax relief, the British response was the complete opposite. They not only increased taxes but also adopted harsher methods of collection. They were forced to sell their cattle, seeds, tools and implements to meet the unjust demands of the authorities. Even as people starved to death, they were flogged for failing to pay taxes. Those who survived survived on just leaves and grass, while the government sold whatever it got at higher prices elsewhere.

			Growing up in such distressing times, Tilka seethed at the callousness of the British. When he was 20, he began mobilizing small groups of his fellow Adivasi. He urged them to forget petty differences, rise above caste and tribal connections, and fight the British and their native agents.

			In 1778, Tilka, now the leader of his village, formed the Mukti Dal, a group of brave young men trained by him and issued a call to end the diku raj (diku being a Santhali word for outsiders, in this case, the British). In a quick and daring move, the Mukti Dal, led by Tilka, attacked the Company’s army camp stationed in Rampur, near Bhagalpur. The soldiers were driven out and the government treasury was looted.

			Tilka distributed the money he recovered among his people, as well as the peasants. This Robin Hood–like gesture earned him the love, admiration and respect of the masses.

			

			Stung by Tilka’s success and furious at the humiliating defeat suffered by his army at the hands of a few tribals, Warren Hastings, the governor of Bengal, deployed 800 of his best soldiers to capture Tilka and his men. However, even his large army was no match for the Adivasi in their jungle terrain. Using guerrilla warfare tactics, which Tilka had mastered, the Adivasi defeated the attackers and forced them to retreat.

			Hastings then decided to change his strategy. He appointed Augustus Cleveland as the collector of the area to crush the rebellion once and for all. The new collector’s approach was subtle, long-term and far more cerebral than that of his predecessors – he decided to use his intellect and understanding of the tribal mindset, rather than rely on brute force.

			He began by learning Santhali, which allowed him to communicate effectively with the locals. He understood that extracting unreasonable taxes would only hinder his mission, so he reached out to 40 tribes of the region and offered them tax exemptions.

			‘I’m also planning to create a separate unit of soldiers. You can all join this unit as sepoys. You’ll get a regular salary and can lead a peaceful life. This offer is open to Tilka Manjhi too. I will be happy to induct him,’ Cleveland told the Adivasi.

			When a few Santhals conveyed Cleveland’s offer to Tilka, he was unimpressed.

			‘Why do we need his money? The forest takes care of all our needs. The benefits he is dangling will all be short-term. This is just a ploy to divide us, enslave us and finally rule us,’ he replied.

			Despite Cleveland’s success in winning over a few tribes, many more remained loyal to Tilka. 

			The valiant tribal leader continued his efforts to unite the tribes, conveying his clarion call to fellow chiefs in messages written on sal leaves, urging them to rally for the common cause of driving out the British and gaining freedom from their tyranny.

			Even though the Adivasi unity had been weakened by Cleveland’s tactics, Tilka still commanded significant support. In early 1784, he launched another surprise offensive against the Company’s troops in Bhagalpur.

			This was the final straw for Cleveland. He decided it was time for direct action and went after Tilka in the jungle. Armed with information about his target, he was confident of victory. As he passed through a dense spinney, he felt a searing pain in his chest. He looked down.

			An arrow had pierced him. 

			Looking up, he saw a triumphant Tilka, aloft a thick branch. Cleveland knew he had met his match. He passed away a few months later.

			Shocked by the death of one of their top officers, the British launched a final offensive against the tribal leader. Lieutenant General Eyre Coote was sent with a strong force to either capture or kill Tilka.

			The Company’s army laid siege to the jungle where Tilka was hiding. Supplies were cut off and soon, the tribals were starving. Yet, even under these dire circumstances, they bravely fought on for nearly a year.

			Finally, a man from Tilka’s own community accepted a bribe from the British and betrayed their leader’s exact location. The enemy staged a night attack and Tilka was captured on 12 January 1785.

			The cruel officials tied him to horses and dragged him to the collector’s residence in Bhagalpur. His body was drenched in blood, but he was still alive. On 13 January 1785, the brave martyr was publicly hanged from a banyan tree.

			It is said that he sang the song ‘Hansi Hansi Chadbo Phansi’ (‘with a smile, I will ascend the gallows’) before being hanged.

			Tilka Manjhi was the first Indian to lead a public uprising against the colonizers. In his memory, a statue was erected in Bhagalpur Court, at the very spot where he was hanged. The Bhagalpur University was renamed Tilka Manjhi Bhagalpur University, and another statue was erected in Dumka town, Jharkhand.

			Tilka Manjhi’s daring exploits have been chronicled by writers such as Jnanpith Award winner Mahasweta Devi, who portrayed his story in her Bengali work Shalgirar Dake (The Call of Shalgirar), and Hindi author, Rakesh Kumar Singh, who recounted the martyr’s life in the novel Hul Pahadiya: Aadi Vidrohi Tilka Manjhi Ki Samar Gatha (Hul Pahadiya: The Epic of the First Tribal Rebel, Tilka Manjhi).
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			Guerrilla Warfare

			Tilka Manjhi used the art and science of guerrilla warfare to incredible effect against the British. 

			But what exactly is this kind of warfare and who are its most famous exponents? 

			It refers to a form of warfare in which small groups of fighters use the element of surprise to oppose much larger, organized forces.

			Chhatrapati Shivaji, the ruler of the Marathas, was a pioneer of guerrilla warfare in India. At a time when armies were expected to fight face-to-face, Shivaji adopted a subtle yet deadly strategy of guerrilla warfare (Ganimi Kawa in Marathi) against the massive Mughal army of  Emperor Aurangzeb. His troops would camouflage themselves in the forests. At the right moment, they would launch attacks on the opposing army, catching them unawares. 

			Another warrior recognized as one of the world’s outstanding leaders in guerrilla warfare was Tatya Tope. He was one of the main commanders in the first war of Indian independence. The British would often chase him like a hungry pack of hounds, while he evaded them like a nimble-footed fawn. Tatya’s sudden and sharp attacks and miraculous escapes baffled even the most capable British generals.
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			Have you ever heard the story of a young tribal warrior from the remote forests of South India, who took on a mighty military commander? The very same commander who later vanquished Napoleon, the French dictator, and rose to become the Duke of Wellington, as well as the prime minister of Britain – twice?

			This is neither fantasy nor a figment of someone’s wild imagination. It’s the true account of how Thalakkal Chanthu, a fearless freedom fighter from Wayanad, challenged the might of Arthur Wellesley, then the future prime minister of Britain.

			Chanthu was born in the tiny village of Kunhome in the hills of present-day Wayanad district of Kerala. He belonged to the Kurichiyan tribe, whose name was derived from kuriveechan, or ‘he who took aim’. His people served as archers in the army of Kerala Varma Pazhassi Raja, the king of Kottayam. Kerala Varma had immense admiration and respect for the Kurichiyans. As long as they were by his side, Kerala Varma declared he remained invincible. The Kurichiyans too were devoted to their king.

			Chanthu grew up to be a brilliant archer and an astute strategist. Later, he joined the king’s army, which was commanded by Edachena Kunkan, a much-admired warrior. Under the able mentorship of his commander, Chanthu soon became adept at both the art and science of warfare.

			In the 1780s, Hyder Ali and his son, Tipu Sultan, the rulers of Mysore, laid siege to the British settlement at Tellicherry. Kerala Varma sent an
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