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This engaging and informative article, attached below, may be considered one of the 

earliest works on Indian birds. It is produced by a prodigious colonial administrator in 

India—Lt. Samuel Richard Tickell (1811-1875). He is primarily known in history as 

the first administrator of the Kolhan Government Estate (KGE), corresponding to the 

present West Singhbhum district of Jharkhand.  

Born in Cuttack in 1811, Tickell was inducted into the Bengal Native Infantry in 1834. 

In 1837, he was appointed the Governor General’s Assistant Political Agent in the 

newly established KGE.1 Tickell’s tenure in KGE (May 1837–May 1840, February 

1841–April 1842) was marked by the introduction of the paternalistic mode of 

governance in Kolhan, under the guidance of his mentor and superior, Captain Thomas 

Wilkinson, Political Agent to the Governor General in South West Frontier Province 

(SWFP), which comprised the entire Chotanagpur region, including Singhbhum.  

Captain Wilkinson gave Tickell a set of guidelines for introducing paternal 

administration in the KGE.2 Tickell’s subsequent administrative measures, like 

reorganization of the age-old Manki-Munda system, multiplication of haat-bazars, 

opening of modern schools and hospitals proved to be the watershed events in the 

history of Kolhan, which earned him respect of the Ho adivasis of Kolhan and 

appreciation of the colonial government in Bengal. 

Tickell’s other claim to eminence was his being a pioneer colonial ethnographer who, 

for the first time, wrote about the Ho adivasis of Kolhan in Memoir on Hodesum 

(improperly called Kolehan), published in the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal 

in 1840. He was also the earliest linguist of the Ho language, and he wrote Vocabulary 

                                                           
1 Kolhan Government Estate was established in 1837, after a brutal military expedition led by Captain 

Thomas Wilkinson against the freedom loving Ho adivasis of Kolhan in 1836-37. 
2 Wilkinson to Tickell, 13 May 1837, para 23. South West Frontier Political Despatch Register 

(SWFPDR) from 13 May 1837 to 1 December 1840, Vol. 231, Patna: Bihar State Archives. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Tickell
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of the Ho Language and Grammatical Construction of the Ho Language, both of which 

were published alongside Memoir in the same journal that year.3 

These two areas of his work were enough to count him as a great scholar-

administrator. However, not content with them, he excelled in one more field, and 

where his true passion seemed to lie—Natural History, particularly ornithology.  

In 1833 when he was barely 22 years old, he published a paper in the Journal of the 

Asiatic Society of Bengal, Vol. II, entitled ‘List of Birds, collected in the Jungles of 

Borabhum and Dholbhum’ (paper enclosed below). This piece was his first published 

work, which is now regarded as one of the earliest descriptive writings on birds in India. 

In the ‘List of Birds’, he documented sixty different species of birds, several of which 

had previously been unknown.  

The ‘List of Birds’ was completed before Tickell joined as Assistant Political Agent 

in Kolhan. Therefore, it describes birds outside Kolhan—in forest-clad Barabhum and 

Dhalbhum regions, which, as Tickell informs, ‘afford asylums to the rarer and wilder 

animals of the forests, which few or no footsteps have invaded’. In this wilderness, 

Tickell claims to have sighted a hippopotamus for the first time in this territory, 

bordering the Bhil country, and also Gaur, a species of large bull, in the hilly parts, and 

a giant snake, that surpassed even the largest python in size, in the marshy area of the 

jungle. Tickell also mentions spotting flying squirrel in the jungles, and lastly, he made 

a curious claim of having a glimpse of ‘Orang Otang’ (now spelled Orangutan)4 ‘in the 

thick and high woods bordering the Gurum nala near the valley of Subornika 

[Subarnarekha]’ (the reference of Garam Nala near the Subarnarekha river basin 

suggests that Tickell is probably describing a geographical location around the modern 

Jamshedpur town in the East Singhbhum district).  

Even in 1837 when Tickell was appointed the Governor General’s Assistant Political 

Agent in the KGE, he made Kolhan his field of research on birds and animals. Thus, in 

the ‘Memoir’ he mentions the presence of Gaurs, a monstrous species of snake, called 

‘Garra bing’ in Ho, meaning river snake, and three species of squirrels, one of them was 

a large grey flying squirell in the jungle of Kolhan.5 Tickell’s description of the flora 

and fauna of Ho-desum or Kolhan goes on to show that his ecological link was lasting. 

Tickell continued his research and writings on birds and animals throughout his 

career, which mostly appeared in JASB and The Field magazine. However, Tickell’s 

magnum opus was his manuscript, ‘Illustrations of Indian Ornithology’. During its 

compilation, he was living in England after his retirement from the Indian services in 

1865. Unfortunately, by the time this work was about to be completed, he developed a 

certain infection in both eyes, which gradually worsened and led to his total blindness 

in 1870. Unable to do further work, he donated his unfinished work to the Zoological 

Society of London in 1874, a year before his death. 

                                                           
3 S. R. Tickell, ‘Memoir on the Ho desum” (improperly called Kolehan)’, Journal of Asiatic Society of 

Bengal, vol. XI, part II, 1840. 694-709, 783-808. For a deeper understanding of the contribution of 

Tickell as Ho ethnographer and linguist, see Asoka Kumar Sen, ‘Between Ethnography and History: 

Tickell’s Vocabulary and the Early History of the Hos’ (Forthcoming Book Chapter). 
4 Orangutans are known for their reddish fur and human-like features. They are the largest arboreal 

mammal spending most of their time in trees (https//www.worldwildlife.org).  
5 S. R. Tickell, ‘Memoir’, JASB, Vol. IX, Pt. II, 1840, 702-705. 
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 Although his work remained unpublished, it was well preserved for future study and 

reference, making a milestone in ornithology. Commenting on the methodology of his 

work, Arthur Viscount Walden wrote,  

‘Being gifted with a ready pencil and a facile brush, Colonel Tickell, in most 

instances, made coloured drawings of the animals he secured; and in the course 

of time he had accumulated many drawings, together with copious notes 

relating to the species he had captured or observed… Every species personally 

known to the author is figured; and many of the plates are works of art. It may 

be affirmed that nearly all are good, and that many are almost perfection’.6  

It is a fitting tribute to him that some bird species in India are named after him. These 

are: Tickell’s Blue flycatcher, Tickell’s Thrush, Tickell’s Flowerpecker, Tickell’s Leaf 

Warbler, Tickell’s Buff Breasted Babbler, Tickell’s Brown Hornbill.7 

It appears that Tickell’s passion for ornithology positively impacted his administrative 

duties. As P. C. Roy Chaudhury writes, 

‘The study of the birds, which was an obsession with Tickell, took him to all 

the remote corners of his district and brought him in intimate touch with the 

people. That was the sole reason of his success as an administrator’.8  

Thus, Tickell’s fascination for birds and animals helped his administration, and not 

the other way round. His dislike for Chaibasa as headquarters town, which he expressed 

in his ‘Memoir’,9 was also the reason for his frequent tours in the pleasant interiors of 

KGE, as ‘he would sit on the chatai (mat), spread by the Adibasis, crack jokes with 

them, and drink their homebrewn handia (drink)’10 

Despite contributing so much to the emerging field of ornithnology in India, and 

remaining a competing figure alongside renowned contemporary ornithologists, like 

Thomas Jerdone (1811-72), Edward Blyth (1810-1873), and Allan Octavian Hume 

(1829-1912), Tickell is seldom remembered today as an important ornithologist in India 

                                                           
6 Arthur Viscount Walden, ‘Notes on the late Colonel Tickell’s manuscript Work entitled ‘‘Illustrations 

of Indian Ornithology’’, Ibis: international journal of avian science, Vol. 18, Issue 3, July 1876, 336-

357. 
7 Bikram Grewal, Flock Music: Samuel Tickell: The Man India Forgot, Munbai Mirror, 24 June, 2018. 

(https://mumbaimirror.indiatimes.com/others/leisure/sustainability-in-a-

hoebox/articleshow/64617748.cms); Sharad Vats, Jerdon and Tickells, IndiaBirdWatching, 14 April, 

2020. (https://www.indiabirdwatching.com/jerdon-and-tickells/). 
8 P. C. Roy Chaudhury, ‘Tickell-A Forgotten Great Administator’, Journal of the United Service 

Institution (USI), New Delhi, July-September, 1974, 294.  
9 Expressing his disappointment over the selection of Chaibasa as the headquarters town of KGE, Tickell 

writes, ‘The cimate of the Kolehan has been found to be on the whole healthy, although the station of 

Chyebassa, which was unfortunately selected hurriedly, and without sufficient examination and 

comparison with surrounding spots, is not a favourable sample, situated on a barren, gravelly plain, 

interspersed with brushwood, and near piles of bare rocks. The heat during the day is excessive, but the 

nights are invariably cool, and the air invigorating and exhilarating, in spite of the temperature, owing 

probably to its peculiar dryness. A mile only to the south-east, at the village of Tambore, the country 

rises in undulating meadows, beautiful in appearance as an Engliah park, and infinitely cooler than 

Chyebassa’ (Tickell, ‘Memoir’, 705). 
10 Roy Chaudhury, 294.  

https://mumbaimirror.indiatimes.com/others/leisure/sustainability-in-a-hoebox/articleshow/64617748.cms
https://mumbaimirror.indiatimes.com/others/leisure/sustainability-in-a-hoebox/articleshow/64617748.cms
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and remains a forgotten name in natural history.11 Even his grave did not do justice to 

him by merely recording the inscription: 

In loving memory of 

Colonel Samuel Richard TICKELL 

Bengal Army, Born 1811 

Died 20 April 1875 at Cheltenham, Gloucestershire. 

At rest at Leckhampton St Peter Churchyard, Gloucestershire. 

 

Grave of S. R. Tickell, Source: militaryimages.net  

(https://www.militaryimages.net/media/samuel-richard-tickell.120299) 

However, Tickell’s legacy as an ornithologist, natural historian, and artist lives 

through his contributions in old scientific journals and through various species of birds 

named after him, meriting a more in-depth study of the intellectual administrator who 

created and enriched the epistemic tradition that a galaxy of British administrators 

inaugurated in India.    

                                                           
11 Paul Streumer is an exception as he has studied Tickell’s ornithological activities in his important 

work, A Land of Their Own: Samuel Richard Tickell and the Formation of the Autonomous Ho Country 

in Jharkhand. Wakkaman: Houten. 2016. 

https://www.militaryimages.net/media/samuel-richard-tickell.120299/
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