
JHSR Journal of Historical Studies and Research,ISSN:2583-0198 
Volume 5, Number 2 (May - August,2025),PP.540-544. 
Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal 
Website:www.jhsr.in 
Email:jhsr.editor@gmail.com 

_______________________________________________________________________________________   
Journal of Historical Studies and Research,Volume 5, Number 2 (May- August,2025) 540 |Page 

   PAPER ID:JHSR42V5N2MA2025                               EDITOR-IN-CHIEF:DR.BIPUL MANDAL 

Book Review 

 

 
 

Pronob Kumar Sircar: History of the Andaman Islands, Unsung 
Heroes and Untold Stories,(Cheenai:Notion Press,2021,pp.476,ISBN: 
978-1-63997-604-1),Price:542/p INR 
 
 

Dr. Sudarshan Raja1 
 

Chatham Saw Mill, which is considered Asia`s oldest and one of the largest sawmills situated 

in Sri Vijaya Puram (earlier Port Blair) harbour on Chatham Island, was ordered to be 

destroyed by dynamite. The order was given by the British before leaving the island because 

of an imminent Japanese attack during the Second World War. The demolition task was 
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given to Durga Prasad, but he didn’t destroy it, considering the livelihoods of thousands of 

islanders that depended on this sawmill. Today the Chatham Bridge and Sawmill are still 

breathing to narrate the tale of his bravery. This book, along with chronological 

documentation of historical events, is full of such gripping anecdotes about individual 

bravery, collective misfortune, painful stories of atrocities by the colonial powers, and 

constant conflict between the outsiders and the aborigines. After reading the book, one can 

substantiate the author’s claim that this is a well-researched book based on detailed archival 

sources, and perhaps the first one to provide an exhaustive list of martyrs and British 

officials, and the most noteworthy is exclusive interviews of people and their families who 

lived through those turbulent times in the history of the Andaman Islands.    

 The book is divided into three parts titled“ Time, People, and Place” and each part 

carries several subheadings. As the title of the book suggests, the author confined his research 

work to the history of the Andaman Islands only. In the first part of the book, titled “Time”, 

the author did extensive research and produced a detailed historical account of the Andaman 

Islands, from mythical reference to origin of the name Andaman to Lord Hanuman to 

references by two Arab travelers namely, Abu Zaid Hasan and Sulaiman. Further, the author 

highlights the mention of the island in the Tanjore inscription recorded during Rajendra 

Chola I (1014 to 1042 AD) and in the reference to Venetian traveler Marco Polo`s 

Neeuveran, who visited the island in the 12th century AD. The most authentic and concrete 

accounts of the Andaman Islands are found in the works of British explorers starting from 

Archibald Blair, Col. Symes, R.H. Colebrook etc., who left for the Andamans on 20 

December 1788. These British explorers were sanctioned by the then Governor-General of 

India, Lord Cornwallis, to explore the Andaman Islands and its natural features like 

mountains, rivers, oceans, vegetation, reigning winds and currents, atmospheric variations, 

climatic changes, and availability of fish, wood, water, clay, lime, timber, fruit, and seashell. 

After completing the survey, the reports were submitted to the authority by them in June 

1789, which paved the way for the establishment of the First Andaman Settlement at Port 

Cornwallis (earlier Port Blair, and now Sri Vijaya Puram).   
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The author discusses in detail the relationship between the Aborigines and the settlers, mainly 

British officials and penal convicts brought from the mainland. The aborigines such as Onge, 

Andamanese, Jarawa etc., were a subject of curiosity for British government, and they had an 

ambivalent attitude towards them. They conducted linguistic, ethnographic, and 

anthropological research on the aborigines, opened ‘Andaman Home’ to provide refuge for 

them; on the other hand they were also captured in violent attacks or killed in skirmishes. The 

book presents several such stories of conflict and organised attacks by the British on 

Aborigines and vice versa. Among those battles, the ‘Battle of Aberdeen’ between the 

Andamanese and the British colonial power was fought on 17th May 1859, which remains a 

quite remarkable event. At the same time, construction of Viper jail, the first jail on the 

islands, is completed in 1867 for penal convicts. However, it posed myriad difficulties for 

officials to administer because they lived far away at Ross Island (now renamed as Netaji 

Subhash Chandra Bose Dweep). Hence, Cellular Jail, which is shaped like a starfish and had 

a capacity of keeping 693 convicts at once, was constructed in 1906 and became a symbol of 

extreme sacrifices made by freedom fighters brought from every nook and corner of the 

country. In the first half of the twentieth century, rehabilitation and settlement of people from 

the mainland, extreme torture and punishment in the Cellular Jail, and the Japanese attack on 

the island during the Second World War dominated the historical accounts. After the 

independence, on 1st November 1956, the Andaman and Nicobar Islands received the status 

of Union Territory, and the Cellular Jail was declared a National Memorial in 1979. In the 

last subheading of the first part, the author has presented interesting and obscure facts about 

Andaman History, the etymology of the places, and other facts related to various aspects of 

the history. 

  The second part of the book, titled ‘People’, is an excellent example of living folklore 

that presents vivid reminiscences from the survivors of the brutal history. Unlike the 

mainland of India, Andaman and Nicobar was not only under the occupation of the British 

but also under the cruel rule of the Japanese for almost three years during the Second World 

War. This chapter presents the individual stories of men and women who survived to tell 

horrific tales. The author visited their houses, which are situated in the obscure lanes of the 

city, and the author documented untold stories of more than twenty-five individuals from 
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different religions, languages, places and he also managed to get the testimonies of offspring 

of the British officials through email. During research work, the author also interestingly 

found the matrimonial connections among several revolutionary families despite having 

caste, religious, and linguistic differences. The instinct for collective survival and collective 

fate in the hands of tyrannies pushed them beyond socio-cultural, regional, and linguistic 

differences. Those people who were punished by the Japanese were local innocent people, 

and some of them were active members of Indian Independence League (IIL) or working for 

the British government. The situation was even worse for the women, as they could be 

captured and subjected to unimaginable physical and sexual tortures. They had to hide 

themselves in the dense Andaman jungle and survived on wild plants like Colocasia leaves 

(Ghuinya Patti in the local parlance) and the roots and new shoots of Elephant Ear (Alocasia 

Indica). Not to talk about the material loss of the local people during the Japanese occupation. 

Along with these horrific memories, some tangible evidences, such as Japanese bunkers and 

temples can be found in the certain part of the city.  

   The local-born people, i.e those born before 1942, are the unique ethnic community of 

the island and were the makers and backbone of the Andaman & Nicobar Islands. They were 

comprised of ‘Convicts and Free Settlers’ who made what Andaman looks like today with 

their hard work and sacrifice. Their lives were difficult because of the oppressive penal 

regime, diseases, infertile lands, and continuous conflict with Aborigines. Around 5000 

Moplah Muslims of the Malabar region were deported to the Andaman and the now new 

villages, where these Moplah settled and named their places in the memory of their native 

places, such as Thirur, Calicut, Manjeri, Malapuram, Nilampur, Wandoor, etc. The Free 

Settlers, such as the Karen community brought from Burma`s Bassein and  the Oraons and 

Mundas from Chota Nagpur, mainland India. The cultural and linguistic diversity of the 

islands truly represents the prototype of ‘Mini India’.  

            The third part of the book is the smallest one in terms of number of pages; however it 

deals with the unknown yet significant places in Andaman that have historical significance, 

such as the Aqueduct at Panighat, Balidan Vedi at Homfraygunj, the making of Cellular Jail, 

Chatham Saw Mill and the Causeway, convict barracks at Police Line, Clock Tower- A War 

Memorial at Aberdeen, the Kadakachang plane crash site, Ross Island- Then and Now, 
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Dargah of Allama Fazl-e-Haq Khairabadi and Maulvi Liaqat Ali, The Site of the 

assassination of Lord Mayo, Viper Jail and Gallows and Christian Cemetery at Port Blair and 

Ross island. Ross Island currently presents itself a deserted island, which was once 

flourishing headquarter of British administration called the“ Paris of East” - it had a glittering 

bazaar, swimming pool, bakery, tennis court, bungalow, park, clubs, church, temple, hospital, 

powerhouse, secretariat barracks, and houses of the residents. Currently, it is filled with deer 

and is a popular tourist destination, five minutes by boat from Sri Vijaya Puram.  

             History of the Andaman Islands, Unsung Heroes and Untold Stories is a wonderfully 

researched book using rich archival data from official documents, Andaman & Nicobar, 

Secretariat, Sri Vijaya Puram, journals, and newspapers. What makes it a true masterpiece is 

the second chapter of the book, where the author, an Andaman born ethnohistorian, presents 

interviews of old residents and their families who were witnesses of colonial horror. The 

monograph makes an important contribution not only to the history of the Andaman Islands 

but also to Indian history. Reading this book will certainly bring the Andaman Islands closer 

to every Indian, and it is immensely useful for historians, research scholars, tourists, and 

those, who are curious about the lands around ‘Kaala Paani’. 

 

 


