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THE VANNIYAR IN MEDIEVAL SOUTH INDIA

S. Pathmanathan

The Vanniyar, who form an important segment of the Tamil population in
South Iadia, are concentrated in_the disirict: of Tanjore, Tirchinopoly, North
Arcot, South Arcot and Chingleput where they form one of the three major
divisions of the Hindu population.l Their numbers in Coimbatore, Salem and
Pudukottai are considerable but in the southern districts of Tamijl Nadu their
distribution is relatively thin.

The Vanniyar, who were of diverse social origins, developed as a commu--
nity of professional warriors during the medieval period when they were fully
integrated with the Hindu social organization of the Tamil country. The expres—
sion Vanniyar was applied in the literary and ephigraphic texts to designate not
only the members of a particular caste or community but also the rank of a
feudatory prince and the leader of an army.2 '

The Vanniyar caste consists of mapy sub - divisions such as the Agoi,
Pataiyacci, Palli, Kavuntan and Kiitaikat ti.3 Most of them being
agricultural and manual labourers they have remained economically and socially
backward ‘'until recent times. But with the impact of modernization they
began to respond quickly to social and economlic changes in their environ-
ment. A strong community consciousness and an increasing awarenecss of their
strength as symbolised by the formation of a political party of their own - the
Toilers party - are characteristic trends in their contemporary development.

Traditional accounts of the origins of the Vanniyar

The traditions of the origins and development of the Vanniyar are recorded
in three medieval Tamil texts, the Cilai elopathu the Kalla tam and
the Vaonlyarpuranam.4 Tradition attributes the first of these works to
Ksmpan while the last one is said to have been written on the request of a
certain  Sundara Pan dya, a ruler of Madurai.® However, the style and
contents of these texts suggest a later date, in all probability the Vijayanagara
period. They were produced at a time when the institution of caste had become
crystallized and caste consciousness had become acute in society. Like other
works of a similar pature these texts were written for the purpose of legiti-
mizing the claims of the Vaaoniyar for privileges, rank and high social statug.
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As they are poetical works recording origin myths, traditional accounts and
some valuable historical information they have to be studied with caution
and the inoformation obtained from them should be handled with utmost care,

Praditions recorded in literature represent the Vanniyar as a caste of pro-
fessional warriors and this claim rececives some confirmation from epigraphic evi-
dence. They are generally described in literature ‘as Kshatriyas of the lineage of
the Hindu God Agni. The Kallatam, which contains the earliest reference to the
Vanniyar, describes them as warriors attached to the four units of the army
and attributes to them a mythical origin and royal status. In this work they
are said to have been transformed into human beings from twelve young boars
and endowed with the sceptre for ruling the land and administering the ‘laws’.
It is thus clear that the author of the Kalla tam . believed that the Vanniyar
were a class of professiona] warriors who had acquired military and admimis-
trative functions as in the case of the Kshatriyas.

The Cilai elupatu, which describes poetically their martial characteristics,
armour and’ cavalry, asserts that the Vanniyar were of the Campukulam and
traces therr origin from the sacrificial fires of Campu.? This text incidectally
also mentions that the Vanniyar were of Pallava descent and such a description
is of considerable significance in investigating the origins and development of
the Vanniyar as a community of warriors in the South Indian historical context.

Another text, the Vanoiyarpuranam, gives a similar but more elaborate

description of the origins of the Vanniyar. Its account may be summarized as
foll.ws: : ’

The Vanniyar emerged when Vatapi, son of Kacipan, who had acquired
great prowesrs through penances, was ruling the world committing grave injustices.
When the sage Campu dropped the Cenkalunir flower given to him by Siva
into the sacrificial firet Rudra Vanniyan appeared on a horse, accompanied by
thousands of warriors armed with such weapons as the bow, spear, sword and the
trident. On the instructions of the sage they vanquished Vatapi and delivered
the land from his tyranny8. '

The foregoing account is a legend and it cannot be cited as evidence in
any historical reconstruction. In traditional Hindu Society when communities
or groups of people, which had once besn insignificant, rise to positions of high
rank and social status their claims to such positions had to be legitimized in
accordance with traditional norms. As the claims to high status and rank were
based on coansiderations of birth, and when the origins were obscure, and as
there was no tradition of any historical investigation of the social origins
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of communitiees, origin myths became the most convenient and effective imstru-
ments of legitimation. Such myths were to be found in abundanée in the vast-
literature of India. As the Vanniyar had acquired the status of warriors in
medieval Tamil society the authors of the literary compositions which sought
to glorify and extoll their prowess and attainments adopted the origin myths of
the Kshatriyas, the warriors of North India. Counsequently the Vanniyar were
rcD}'esented as a community sprung from the lineage of Agni in some of the
Tamil texts. It may be recalled here that tradition claims that the Rajputs
bad their origins in the sacrificial fires at Mt. Abu.

There is, however, no wunanimity in Tamil literary traditions about the
origins of the Vanniyar. All texts which contain referances or descriptions about
them attrfbute to them a mythological origin: the Kallatam traces their
descent from the boar while the other works trace their origin to the fire. This |
contradiction in the tradition makes it evident that the claim that the Vanniyar
were kshatriyas of the Agnikula has ro historical foundation. All the texts
concerning the Vanniyar are from the Cola period onwards and were written at
a time when the Vanniyar had emerged as a caste of professional warriors
and when some of their leaders had even attained the rank of feudatory or
independent princes. It may be recalled here that the Cilai e lupatu mentions
that the Vanniyar possessed the royal dignity and were entitled to the para-
phernalia of royalty.® The Vanniyarpuranam is probably more accurate in
asserting that they belonged to the families of feudatory chieftains.10

The derivation of the word Vanniyar could be explained in two ways. The
first and the traditional one is that it is a derivative from Vanoni which is a
Tamilised form of the Sanskrit expression Vahni meaning fire. Although such
an explanation is consistent with the traditional accounts of the origins of the
vaoniyar as recorded in Tamil literature it will not help us to trace their socisl
origins as it is based on a legend. The traditions of the fire - origin of the
Vanniyar by itself cannot be an evidence of any cthnic affinity betwecen the
Rajputs and the Vanniyar. Besides, there are no traditions ameng the Vabniyar
which claim that they are the descendants ef Rajputs who had migrated to
the Tamil country.

The second and the more plausible explanatian of the word is that it is
the Tamilised form of Vanya. the Sanskrit equivalent of the Tamil word
Kitavan meaning an inhabitant of a jungle tract. The Pallavas of Kanchi
.nd'thc feudal chieftains who ruled fromn Kanchi from about the twelfth century
and claimed Pallava descent were referred to as Katavar.ll The Pallava
kings' bad the epithet Katavarkon, ‘the king of the people of the
forest’. They were so described, presumably, on account of the fact that their
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realm corresponded to  Tontaimantalam, which in ancient times was
covered with jungle. Traditions recorded in ancient Tamil poetical works, the
Pat tinappalai in  particular suggest that Tontajmantalam  was
inhabited by pastoral communities and jungle tribes and credit the Chola king
Karikalan with having cleared forests, extended arable lands and established
settlements in that region.12 These traditions are partially corroborated by some
of the accounts preserved in the Mackenzie Collection. The *Ancient History
of Tontaimantalam' in that collection may be summarized as follows:

Tontajimantalam was originally a vast forest inhabited by wild beasts
and primitive tribes. Subsequently the Kurumpar came from the Karnii?a}“
country, established a kingdom, divided the land into twenty four . units
calld K5t tam and set up fortifications. Thereafter, the land acquired the
Dame Kurumpar bhumi. The Kurumpar also promoted commerce between
their land and Kaveri ppat tinam. The Kurumpar were shepherds, weavers,
lime sellers and traders. In course of time various kings of c_:ivililed
countries made inroads into Tontaimantalam and eventually the Chola king
of Tanjore conquered the land . after a protracted . struggle.

The foregoing brief account abou! the physiography and ethnography of
TO{‘!Bimll}ta]am in ancient times is basically consistent with the impressions
formed on the basis of references in ancient Tamil texts, It was a land
covered with extensive jungle tracts and was included in the category of
land called mullai one of the five broad physiographic units into which
the Tamil country was traditionally divided. Moreover, this extensive tract
of land was occupicd by pastoral communities suoh as the Mullaiyar,
Potuvar, Andar; Ayar and It aiyar who were later integrated more effectively
with the Tamil population of the riverine plains as a result of the conjunction
of political and military events and the assimilative agencies of the Hindu
cultural tiadition.14

Since the Vanniyar are coocentrated in the districts which were included
in medieval Tontaimantalam and because of the fact that most of
the chieftains called Vanrniyar were from that region it could be inferred
that the Vanniyar developed as a distinctive social group in that region.
This is consistent with the explanation that the word Vauoniyar is derived
from Vanya, the Sanskrit equivalent of katavan. As noticed earlier,
only the rulers of Tontaimantalam, the Pallavas of Kanchi and the
ka tava chieftains who claimed Pallava descent, had the epithets katavan
and kﬁ!avarkon which  signified their authority over the land  covered by
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junglo'tracu and the people occupying them. It is reievant to consider
here the claim made in the Cilai elupathu that the Pallavar and Malayamannar
were Vanniyar.

It may be suggested that the Vanniyar were orignally a group of pastoral
communities confined to the forest tracts in the northern part of the Tamil
country. The transformation of the Vanniyar from their original status of
shepherds and hunters into a community of professional warriors must
have been a process connected with the development of large and powerful
kingdloms in Tont aimantalam and Cholamantalam and the assimilative
character of Hindu social orgamization and cultural tradition. They probably
took to military service in considerable - numbers in the Pallava kingdom and
developed as a community of professional warriors with a tradition of chivalry
and became prominent under the Cholas and developed the military system
they inherited from the Pallavas.

The Vanniyar in the Chola Kingdom

The earliest epigraphic notices on the Vanniyar are from the period of the
Cholas. In the region of Rajendra Il (1052-1064) a certain Vanniya Revan is
said to have joined the Chalukya ruler in his war against the Cholas but
Rajendra Claims to have defeated him along with many Chalukya feudatories.16
The precise nature of the relationship between Revan and the Chalukyas of
Kalyani is not known, He may have been a feudatory or a warrior in the service
of the Chalukyas. It could even be surmised that he was a Banaor Vaidumba
Princeling who had sought and obtained protection under the rulers of Kalya ni.

An inscription from K3 hcipuram, engraved during the time of Rajaraja II
(1163-1178) mentions a unit of land called Vanniyaparru. Tt records a
tesolution of the assembly of the nat tavar of Jayankonta Co lamantalam
remitting a part of the katamai of lands held as Devadama, Pal liccantam
Akarapparru, M2 t appnram, JivitappaI Tu, pataipparru and Vanniyapar 1u.l6
What is referred ;o here as YanniyapaI Tu is apparently a unit of land held on
service tenure. The -remuneration for rtoyal service under the imperial Cholas
was mostly in the form of land assignments. Such assignments for military
servico were known variously as Patalpparru, Virabhoga -and Vaoniya-
parru.l7  The last of these was apparently a unit of land granted by
the king to a regiment of Vanniyar in return for military service. The evidence
of this inscription suggests that there were many landholdings
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under the Vanniyar, in Tontaimantalam, but their number and extent cannot
be ascert_ainsd unless furth:r evidense is brought to light.

In the Chola kingdom three lines of feudatory chieftains, namely the
Malayaman chiefs of Malayamana tu otherwise called Jananatha Valanatu,
the Gangas of Pankalanatu and the Campuvarayar of Pataivigu appear
to have borne the epithet Vanniya(r)ndayan. All the principalities under these
chieftains were 'in Ton taiman talam. The Malayaman chiefs, the most important
among them, ruled over Malayamanatu from the reign of Kulottunga I
(1070 - 1122) onwards.18 There were two branches of the Maldyaman family on¢
of which ruled over a part of Malayamanatu from Kiliydr while the other
branch which was settled at x taiyuir, held the other part of the same principality.

The chiefs of Malayamanatu arz known to have had the epithets Malaya-
man, Periya utaiyan, Cetiyarayan and Va nakovaraiyan.19 During the reigns
of Rajadhiraja Il (1153 - 1178) and Kulottunga TI[ they had the additional
cpithet ' Vanniyarrjnayan. Rajaraja Cetiyarayan otherwise called Iraiyuran
Car rukkut atan Vasniyarnayan is known from the inscriptions of the 6th
year of Rajadhiraja.20 Raman Porkutankututtan otherwise called Vannlya
Devendra Malayaman had succeeded him by the 10th year of  Rajadhiraja®

During the early years of Kulottunga III the chieftain who ruled over ‘Malaya-
manatu from Kiliyir was Rajaraja Kovalrayan Vanniyarnayan.?22 This chief
who continued to be in authority until at least A. D. 1200 had the additionl
epithet Palavayudha Vallabha “Proficient in the usc of many weapons’' 28 He was
a son of Rajaraja -C&tiyarayan, who was a general and feudatory of Rajadhi-
raja IL 2¢ Another general and feudatory of Rajadhiraja was Narasimhavarman
Karikalac lan, the Malayaman of A taiyur, who is described in inscriptions
as Vanniyamakka Inayan.25 Evidently he was one of the generals sent by the
Clola government to suppert the Pandya prioce Kulasekhara in his wars
against tho armies of Parakramabahu I. 26

A Ganga chief of Pankalanatu, Kutta tuntevan Prthivigangan s des-
cribed as Vanniyainitevéri in a few epigraphs from Tiruvannamalai. An inscrip-
tion from Kappaldr attests that he had the additional epithet Anaikat tina,
“the one who ticd the elephant’’, Prthivigangan and his son, Co lend-
racinka Prthiv]gangan otherwise called Alakiya CO lan were contemporaries of
Kulottuaga I17.28 E

The Campuvarayar chisfs who claimed . Pallava deseent also appear to have
borne the epithet Vanniya(r)nayan. An epigraphic.record of the 38th  year of
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Kulottunga III refers to Cen©ni Ammaiyappan Campuvarayan as a Vanniya(r)
nayan.29 He may, provisionally,” be identified with Cenkeni Ammaiyappan.
otherwise called Vikramaco la Campuvarayan, an ally of Narasimhavarman
Karik3lacs la Campuvarayan, who was the Malayaman of A taiyurnatu.3o
The epithet Vanniya(r)nayan, a variant of which was Vanniyarmakka I nayan
may be defined as one that denoted a dignitary who was either a general who
had regiments of Vanniyar under his charge or a chief of the people called
Vanniyar, During the period of the imperial Cholas the word Vanniyar appears
to have acquired two meanings. Firstly, it denoted a particular group of people,
a. community, as suggested by the expression Vanniyar makka | . Secondly it' signi-
ﬁc.d the rank of a feudatoly chieftain as suggested by an inscription of the
reicn of Kulottunga I1I, which records a compact between two Malayamans - of
graphic record testifies that they agreed to perform jointly and in collaboration
the irajakariyam, “the service for the king'‘, and the service for the Vanniyar.
The Vanniyar was evidently a dignitary of a bigher rank than that held by the
iwo chicftains referred to in the inscription and one who could command their
'allegianccAand service.31 ’

Some of the Vanniyar apprently had close connections with the Ve laikka iar.
Several ephigraphs from TirukkOyilur record the vow of loyaity taken by. seve-
ral Vg laikka rar to Vaoniyaranayasm Rajaraja Cetiyarayan, the Malayaman
of Kiliyur.,32 The Ve)aikké'_gaf ‘pledgéd individually and in some cases jaintly
to serve and defend him even at the cost of their ‘lives and to perish Wwith
him in the event of his death. Besides, they also promised that they would
“never accept service under any other master. Such instances of a very .high
"sense of personal loyalty snd dedicated service are, perhaps peculiar _io this
period in the history of South India. The Ve laikka rar in the service of these
chieftains were a sort of retainers displaying some of the characteristics of the
whousehold warriors’* of the European feudal society.

Inscriptions testify that some of the malayamaos were Ve laikka rar.
Cétiyaravan Malayaman, Kovalr aya malayaman kiliyuran and Palavayudha
Vallabha Malayaman are described as Ve laikkarar in the service of Iraiyuran
Cetiyarayan Vanniyanayan of Kiliyur, a feudatory of Rajadhiraja .I1.33
Evidently the Malayaman family of chicfs belonged to the group of Ve laikka rar.
As the Malayaman chiefs were both Vanniyar and Ve laikka rar it c:)uld.
be inferred that some of the V& laikka rar were Vanniyar. Such an impression
gains support from of the text of an inscription which describes a Vg laikkar
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of Rajaraja Cetiyaran as Vanniyanacci 34 As Vanniyﬂnéc‘d
is a feminine form of Vanoiyanayan one who had the epithet
Vanniyanayan could be a Vellaikkaran. The Chola feudatories called
Vanniya(r)nayan exercised authority over certain principalities which were for
the most part contiguous, on a hereditary basis. Some of them held sway over
large territorial divisions and had considerable power and influence. The
Malayaman Cetiyarayan, for instance, had under his jurisdiction the divisions
of Malayamanatu, Vanakoppatinatu, Cenkunra natu and Utaikkat tu
natu,35 These chicftains maintained armies of their own and as part of theif
obligations presumably supplied their Chola overlord with a certain number of
troops whenever necessity arose. Many of them served as generals in the armies
of the Gholas and were honoured for their valour and heroic feats in Wwar.
Epithets such as, anaikat tioa, *‘the one who tied the elephant’’, Car rukku-
tatan ‘the one who does not yield *’, and Falavayudha Vallabha, ¢ the one
who is proficient in the use of many weapons’’> were presumably conferred o
them by the Chola kings'36

Almost all the Vanniyar chicfs like all other Chola feudatories had their
names prefixed Wwith either an epithet or a consecration name of one of
the Chola kings as a mark of respect and loyalty to their suzerain. The
Malayaman Iraiyiran Vannivarnayan was otherwise called Rajaraja Cetiya
rayan.3 His son Malayaman Kovlarayan also had the same name.38 Amat tal
__YED. the Malayaman of Ataiyur during the reigns of Rajadhiraja 11 and

Kulottunga 1II had the epithet Karik@lacG 1an.39 The son of Prthivigangan
of Pankalanatu, who was a contemporary of Kulottunga III was called
A lakiyaco lan.40 The Campurayar chiefs of the time of Rajadhiraja 1I and
his successors had such pames as Rajanarayana and Vikrama Chola -prefized
to their own ones.41 ‘

In the reign of Rajadhiraja, his Vannaiyar feudatories, the Malayaman
and Campuvarayar chiefs in particular exercised authority over their respective
principalities with little interference from their overlord and yet remained loyal
to him and supported the Chola king in his wars. During the early years of
his vigorous and warlike successor, Kulottunga III, the same spirit of harmony
and close co - operation characterized the relations between the Chola king and
his feudatories. But, towards the exd of his long reign Kulottunga had be-
come enfecbled by age and his goverpment which had exhausted its resources
was no longer capable of sustaining its authority over rebellious and overween.
ing vassals.

138 -



A nolable development in the reign of Kulottunga III was the formation
of alliances and counter alliances among his feudatories some of whom
were Vaoniyar chiefs. The Malayamaa of Ztannnr, Karikala colan, Vikrama
Cola Campuvarayan otherwise called Cenk?e ni Ammaiyappan and the Atikaiman
Vitukitalakiya ¢G1lin. had contracted an alliance.42 One of the
terms of their agresment Wwas that the Atikaimaa should refrain from
contracting any alliance with certain other chiefs including S 1yagangan.
Another epigraph, engraved in the 28th  year of Kulottunga, records an
agreement between two Malayaman chiefs of Kiliyfis. | Iai:uran Periya-
utaiyan otherwise called Rajaraja Cetiyarayan and A lakiyanayan akaracuran.
Each of the two chiefs pledged to support and defend the other with all
the cavalry and infantry under his command. For his part, Akaracuiran
promised to refrain from having any dealings with Va.aahovarajyan and
inform his ally of any overtures made to him by that chief. Besides,
they decided that they should discharge their obligations to the king and
should jointly extend support to the Vaaniyar. They also agreed that
each of them should retain all lands held by them until the 28th year
of their sazerain but all territories acquired thereafter should be divided
fato  equal shares between them.43

The tone and contents of this inscription suggest that the Chola
kingdom had reached an advanced state of disintegration. The compacts
among- feudatories made without any reference to the Chola king pre-
supposes that royal authority over the feudatory principalities had altogether
ceased to be effective. Yet, the fact that two chieftains referred to in
the inscription took care to profess loyalty and allegiance to the Chola
king provide some iadication of the fact that the prestige of the Chola
dynasty was still a factor to be reckoned with .even in Tontaimantalam.

The alliances such as the one entered into between the two Malayan
chiefs were primarily local arrangements for defence and acquisition of
territories and were designed against rival chieftains. The rivalries and feuds
among local chicftains -threatened to disrupt the Chola kingdom and
usdermine the effectivencss of the - instruments and agencies of Chola
dyanastic authority. The Chola monarchy was no loager capable ‘of assembling

the forces of its feudatories for purposes of defence. The formidable
military power which it oace possessed was now fragmented and distributed among

feudatory chieftains entangled in local conflicts. [t was at this stage in the
erosion of Chola dynastic power that Maravarman Sundara Pandya delivered
his blows against the Chola monarchy from which it never really recovered.
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The Pandya fnvasion had the cffect of advancing further the process of
disintezration "within the Chola kiagdom where feudatory princes became
opcaly defiant and hostile towards the Chola king and they no longer felt the
neced to honour their oblizatioss to him. [n such a situition the compacts made
earlier among local chicftains proved to be very useful and a weak Chola king
could not reluce to submission a combdiaation of many feudatory priaces.

Most of the Chela fcudatories were allies and during the time of Rajaraja
IIT  their tics were further cemeated by matrimonial alliances The Campuva-
rayar were relazed to the Katava chicfs and soon came vader the influence
of the rebellious and aggressive K& tava KGopperuficinkcn.44 The Malayaman
Ceriyarayan who continued to. be loval to Ra@ajaraja was won over by the
Ka tava chief whosé¢ davghter was married to the Malayaman.4s The Bana
chief was a'ready hostile to Rajjaraja 46 The turbulence of these chiefs may
te said to have contributed in some measure to the fall of the Chola monarchy
and the Pandya cenquest of the Chola dominions.

The Pandya power attained imperial dimensions after the extensive con-
ques's of Jat @varman Sundara Pan dya (1251-1268). He conquered Cola
mantalam and Tontaimantalam and consolidated his power in thcse regions
during the early years of his reign. The Vamiyar chicfs in the northera part
of the Tamil country presumably became Pandya feudatories during the mid-
thirteeath century but our knowledge ‘about the re'ationship that existed between
these chiefta'ns and the suzerian power during the period of P an dya aswcen-
dancy is extremly meagre.

A, Sri Lankan Pali text, the Upasaka janalankara mentions that a
certain Codaganga, one of the Pa ndya feudatories, was a Vannya S amanata.4?
He is said to have provided support and maintenace to Buddhist monks
who had fled to the Tamil country during the confusion which followed
Magha’'s conqusst of the island in 1215. An epigraph of the 10th year
of Maravarman Kulasekhara (1268 —1310) from Mogalur in the Tirukkoyilur
Taluk mentions of a certain Pichchan Vanniyaperuma ].48 The provecance
of this inscription would suggest that this individual was connected to the
Malayaman family of chicftains who held the rank of Vanniyar during
the period of Chola supremacy. '

There are some incidental references to Vanniyar soldiers serving in the ranks
of the Pandyaarmies during the thirteenth and fourteenth centu ies. The Pandya
records of this period mention the Perumpat ai, a unit of the Pandya army,
which was sometimes permanently stationed af certain localities.. It was a com-
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pasite unit like the Velaikk@arar and evidently included such groups as the
Vanniya Vat tam, Canarese, Telugus, Ariyar, Kal lar, Villikal (bowmen)
and the Utankiit tam (Sahavasis).4? As the epigraph which enumerates these
groups, mentions of the Vanniyar betore others it may be assumed that they
formed an impotant element in the Pan dya armies.

The employment of the Vanniyar for military service under the Pan dyas
se¢ms to have led to their settlements in the Pandya kingdom. Such
settlements were to be found during the period of the Madurai Sultanate
in the fourteenth century. An inscription from Kundadevi mnear Devakotta
sstifies that there were - several Vanniyar residents in the country.50

The Vijayanagara Conguest and the decline of Vanniyar power

The details pertaining to the Vanniyar during the Vijayanagara period
are mostly obscure and the scanty information obtained from stray references
io inscriptions and traditional accounts preseats a rather confused outline
of their history. It would appear that the Vanniyar chieftains of
Tontaimantalam were reduced to submission by the kings of Vijayanagara
during the late fourteenth century and that their principalities were incorporated
into the fabric of the Vijayanagara state as feudatory provincees. The
local chieftains continued to retain their traditional ranks and privileges and
those among them who proved to be loyal were suitably rewarded and
became the trusted licutenants and agents of the Karna@ taka rulers. Yet,
as in the case of most feudatory princes, the Vaanniyar. tended to disregard
the claims of their suzerain whenever centrifugal forces gathered momentum
within the Vijayanagara state. It would appear that, in  such circumstances,
ths resistancs of local rulers had to be out dowa with coasiderable difficulty.

The chicfiaincies of the Vanniyar in Tont aimant alam camo under
the infiueace of Vijayanagara during the latter part of the fourteenth century.
The Madhura vijayam asserts that prince Kampana was instructed by
his father to subdue the *‘Vanni kings’ during the course of his expedition to
the Tamil country. The Campuvarayar of Pat aivitu and tho
Katava chieftains were among those chiefiains who were defeated by Kampana
aroun;i 1265 and consequently they came under Vijayanagara overlordship while
retaining their territorial possessions and traditional ranks almost wunimpaired.
Inscr'ptions testify that feudatory chieftains styled Vanniyar continued to exercise
authority in some parts of the Tamil country during the. Vijayanagara period.
One such chieftain was Vanniyanar Ataijkkalankattar otherwise - called
Vicayalaya tevar, who is said to have granted a picce of land to the Gravar
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(residents) of Talayanilai and Parali. There are aiso epigraphic references to
Pradhani Vanniyar, who were presumably local chieftains or warriors serving as
agents of the Vijayanagara government.

The Viiayanagara government. however, could not always count on the
loyalty and suppurt of feudatories in the Tamil country. The Vaaniyar, as in
the case of most other feudatory chicftains, were animated by a strong spirit
of local independence and sought to free themselves from their obligations t0
the suzerain wheacver the latier’s prestige and power suffered a sharp decline.
Succession disputes and the disloyalty of provincial governors oftea tended 10
aggravate political instability at the Vijayanzgara capital. Under circumstances
when ceatral control cannot te maintained over the southern provinces the feuda-
tories ignored the claims of their suzerain and asserted their indepeadence.

The Vanniyar would appear to have been among the most refractory of
such chieftains and it became neccssary for the Vajayanagara government to

make repeated and concerted cfforts to suppress them as suggested by the
following account: ’ '

Anciently the curumbar ruled in this country: Adondai Cholan came from
Tanjore, destroyed them; ard having acquired the title of Adondai Charkra-
vartti he established in their place the Kondai katti Vellazhar. TIn those’
days the Vanniar, or Palli people by Permission of the ruler of the cauntry
built this fort for themselves, as their own. But they paid tribute to the
sovereigns of Andhra. Carnata, and Dravida countries. No written account
of their posterity has survived. In course of time Canda Rayen and

Chetu rayen came to the government. Being skilful men they built their
old fort very strongly.

While ruling with consicerable power, they rejected all claims of customary
tribute from superior kings. They were both illustrious; but candavan rayen
was the more illustrious of the two. He fixed alarming stations on emi-
pences at certain distances, around his capitl. There was no other king
like him. When the rayer came to invade him, as the drums were beaten
at different hill stations, the rayer did not know in which the chief was,
and at length the latter, -watching his opportunity, fell on the rayer’s
forces, and made greater slaughter. The rayer’s general, being greatly incensed
came with a greater force: and during four months, an uncertain war was
carried on; the chief’s place not being known; while, night and day he
harassed the troops ol the invader. The rayer now desisted from open
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war; intending to effect his object Indiréctly. Candavan Rayen then greatly
vexed the agriculturists that Adondai Chakravarthi had placed in the land.
The Vellazhar in consequence arose in a body, and went to Krishna Rayer
who seat the Wiyalavar (the people of the Poligar) against Candava, The
Poligar being beaten retrecated, and sent spics to inspect the fortiess, that
he might discover tow to overcome Candava.’

Candava js said to have bcen poisoned by one of his dancing girls who
was bribed heavily by his enemies. His brother, Chetu Rayen, retaliated
and fought bitterly for twenty - eight days against the armies of the Raya
but eveatually his citadel fell and became a dependency of Vijayanagara.5!

The foregning account deserves special atiention as it records some histori=
cél information, not found elsewhere, about two Vannpiyar chieftains. Cacdava-
rayan and Chetu rayan, who defied the authority of the Vijayanagara government
They are said to have been the contemporaries of Krishna (deva) Raya who
eventually suppressed their rebellion and re - established Vijayanagara oserlord-
ship over their principalitys Besides, the account presupposes that these chief-
tains had excrcised authority over a part of Tont ajmantalam. Indeed, it was
in that part of the Tamil country that principalities subject to chicftains styled
Vanniyar had existed since the late Chola period. Moreover, this account
suggests that the community of Vanniyar, whom it identifies with the palii
people, were natives of Tont aimant alam where they had lived along
with other communities from ancient times. The tradition that the Vanniyar
had been tributary to the Andhra, Karnataka and Dravida kings at different
times is also noteworthy. It may be mentioned here that the Vanniyar chief-
tains had been tritutary to the Chola, Hoysala and V:ayanagara kings at
differeat tim:s The probable accuracy of the details in the accouat of Canda-
varayan and Cheturayan is suggested by the fact that they are consistent with
the impressions about the Vanniyar gained from other sources.

The subjugation of the recalcitrant Vanniyar chieftains appears to have
been considered as a remarkable achievement by the Vijayanagara rulers and
care was taken by court officials to record it conventionally in the inscrip-
tional preambles. In many inscriptions the Vijayanagara king is described as
wthe one who took the heads of the Vanniyar of the eighteen districts’’ .52

Some of the Vijayanagara feudatories in the Tamil country also claimed in
their inscriptions to have punished ¢‘the Vanni kings’*. The Curaikkuti chiefs
were among those who claimed to have vanquised the_ Vannijyar. In an ins-
cription of the reign Achutaraya, Vicayalaya tevar otherwise called
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Curaikkuti aracu pal likonta pcru/x;'ﬁ 1 claims to have defcated and driven
away the eightecn Vanniyar.53 His son, Acchutappa Vicayalayatévar, also
made the same claims 584 In a‘ record from Aalankuti im Tiruvaranku lam,
Tirumalaracappallavarayar, ths chief of A luntur is said to have destroyed
the eighteen Vanniyar..65 ‘

The S:tupatis of -Ramnad arc known to have had the epitlet «Corimuttu
Vanniya curiyan.'® Besides, in their inscriptions thsy also claim to have
crushed the.refractory Vanniyar.58 This claim, however, docs not seem to have
any historical foundation. During the Vijayanagara period it had become conven-
tional cven among the feudatories to incorporate in their prasastis the claims
of the carly Vijayanagara rulers, which of course had some historical basis.

There are some incidental ref:srcaces to the community of Vanniyar in
Vijayanagara inscriptions which testify that they were an jmportant group in
socicty in respect of both numbers and economic functions. They are refrred
to in rclation to matters conceraing revenue and, local protests against the
extortions of government officials and land holders. The Vanniyar were amorg
the castes which paid ‘thc communal tax cinavari).57 An epigiaph records that
the 1tafikai residents of the villages around Chandragiri together with the
Vanniyar consented to a portion of the taxes collected at Tiruvalliyatayam
being paid to the temple.58

In some inscriptions of the fiftcenth century which record the proceedirgs
of local protest movements against unjust exactions by government officials
and tenure holders the Vanniyar are associated with the government officers and
the Brahmana and Vellal a landholders. The extract of the relevant
portions of these inscriptions as summarized by Noburu Karashima and Y. Sub-
barayalu- runs:

(i) ““We, the people belonging to Valangai 98 and Idangai 98 of V aludilam
pat tu Uchavadi. assembled in this temple in full sticngth and let the
following be engarved on the wall of the said temple’’

(ii) *In this mandalam (Va]ludilampat tu), even if the Uchavadi pradari
(the local Vijayanagar governer), Vanniyar (military people) and jivita-
kkarar (holders of official tenure) coerce us or the vrahman and
Vellala kaniyalar (Holders of kani right) try to oppress us in
collusion with the irajagaratiar (government officers), we shall never
submit to such oppression.’*
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(i) ¢+ If there appears any single person among us who helps the intruders,
betray us, violates the grant given by Chikkarasar, or destroys the
{current) measuring rod, we shall assemble as of tcday and erquire into it”’

(ivv *“Among those who were born in this mandalam, no onec shculd write
accounts (for the government), let others write the accounts or collude
with the governmeat officers and j7vitakkarars. If there appcars one
such person, we shall degrade him in the caste hierarchy.”’59

In the foregoing account the Vanniyar are classed along with <the provincial
governor’, Uchavadi pradhani,- the irajakarattar or government officials, the
jivitakk@rar o- holders of official tenure and the K3a niyalar gererally des-
cribed as the holders of Kani right. All these groups of people are accused
of unjust conduct and are said to have collaborated in coercing the Valangai
and Idangai communities to confirm to their decisions. As the exactions proved
to be intolerable the communities Which were subject to oppression responded
with a stern disapproval and decided on a course of non co - operation against
the governmeat officials and the landholders who collaborated with them,

Although the inscriptions concerned do not specify in which caracity the
Vanniyar were involved iz the process, the fact that they are accused along
With others of exercising coercive methods and the consideration that they were
usually associated with the military profession in earlicr times suggest that they
were engaged in military functions. Such an explanation presupposes that Vacniyar
soldiers were engaged for military service in some parts of the Tamil country
during the Vijayanagara period. The movement of the Vanniyar from Ton t ai-
mantalam into the districts of Cholamandalam which had commenced earlier,
under the Cholas, seems to have continued with coasiderable intensity during
the centuries that foilowed the Vijayanagara conquest of the Tamil country.
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