
Panhala Fort  

 
 Introduction: Panhala Fort is situated 20km from the Industrial city of 

Kolhapur. Gazing down from a spur in the Sayhadri mountains or 
Western Ghats, the Panhala fort is a master of all its surveys. It is one 
of the largest forts of the Deccan, its perimeter stretching 14km. 
Adding heft to its already imposing presence, this spectacular fort 
looms over 400 meter over the surrounding.     

 Panhala’s strategic location stems from its positioning on a mountain 
pass. Built on the mountain tableland, it overlooked trade route that 
connected that connects the Great ports Gopakkapatnam (Old Goa) 
and Ratnagiri before it proceeded onwards to Kolhapur and reached 
the grand cities of Deccan. 

 

Figure 1 : A view of Panhala fort 



 History: The story of this great starts when Kolhapur first rose to 
prominence at the end of the 10th century. During this time, Panhala 
was the capital of Shilahara Dyansty. Its construction began when its 
last ruler Bhoja II, laid its foundation between 1178 & 1209 before he 
was defeated by Yadavas of Devgiri. Later, in the 15th century, the fort 
became one of the most important outposts of the Bahamani 
Kingdom. 
 

 By the 16th century, Panhala was absorbed into the Adil Shah 
Sultanate of Bijapur, whose rulers were responsible for the extensive 
fortifications that can be seen today including the ramparts and three 
double gateways – Teen Darwaza, Char Darwaza and Wagh 
Darwaza. Most of the architecture is of the Bijapur Style, with the 
Peacock motif of Bahamani Sultanate prominently visible on several 
structures. 
 

 Main Structures: The main structures include an Andhra Bavadi 
(hidden well), which was constructed when the main water source was 
poisoned by the enemy; a beautifully ornamented Rang Mahal for 
entertainment; and Ambarkhana, which had three huge Granaries 
whose storage capacity is equivalent to 50,000 pounds of corn. 
 

 In 1659, after the death of the great Bijapur General Afzal Khan, the 
great Maratha ruler, Chhatrapati Shivaji, seized the fort. However, Adil 
Shah II sent an army under the command of Siddi Johar to win it back. 
The siege lasted over 4 months and what followed is one of the most 
famous incidents in Maratha history. 
 

 As the legend goes, when Shivaji’s provision were on the verge of 
running out and he faced capture, the Marathas hatched a canny plan. 
On the 13th July 1660, Shivaji along with a small band of trusted men 
escaped to Vishalgad, a few kilometres away, while a lookalike of him 
and a commander of, Baji Prabhu Deshpande, rode the other way. 
This was meant to confuse the enemy and engage them, buying 
valuable time for Shivajee to flee. 



 
 When the Siddhi Johar realised the mistake he had made, he was 

furious. He unleashed all the fire power he commanded against the 
Maratha army and wrested back the fort. It was only later, in 1673, that 
Shivaji occupied the fort once again, 15,000 horses and 20.000 
soldiers here. Panhala would be the second –most important fort in 
the Maratha Empire after the Raigad. 
 

 After Shivaji’s death in 1680 CE, Panhala passed to his son and 
successor, Sambhaji. In 1689, after all the fall of Raigad to Mughal 
army, it was Panhala that served as de-facto capital of the Maratha’s. 
It was here that the queen Tarabai, the widow of Shivaji’s younger son 
Raja Ram I, declared an independent kingdom of Kohlapur in 1709. 
Queen Tarabai’s wada still exists inside the fort and is school today. 
 

 The British and the Panhala fort: In the 18th century, with the advent 
of advanced artillery, Panhala lost its importance and the seat of 
power shifted to Kolhapur city. In 1827, when the Kolhapur accepted 
British suzerainty, the fort was taken over by the East India Company. 

 The Maratha rebellion: In 1844 an incident shook the entire region. 
Local rebels seized Panhala from the British and imprisoned Colonel 
Ovans, the Resident of Satara, inside. There were similar rebellions 
against the British in surrounding forts such as Samangad and 
Vishalgad, as a part of what was called ‘Gadkarincha Banda’ or ‘the 
Revolts of fort commandants’.     
 

 The Demolition of the Panhala Fort: Shaken the event of 
imprisonment of the British Colonel, the British ordered the Demolition 
of the fort, just to ensure that such an incident was not repeated again. 
Very few of the fort walls survived and today, it is almost impossible 
to imagine how magnificent the structure was.   
 

 

 



 Features of Panhala Fort : 
 

i) The fort is 845 m above the sea level and has 110 lockout posts. It is 
one of the largest forts with a perimeter of 14 km and has a lot of 
tunnels which stretch for more than a kilometre built underneath the 
fort 
 

ii) Bijapur style of Architecture: The fort is built using Bijapur style of 
architecture, with Peacock motifs while some parts have the lotus 
motifs showcasing the Architectural style of Bijapur. 
 

 Panhala fort : A collection of architectural marvels : 
 

i) Andhar Bavadi: A three – storey structure commissioned by Adil Shahi 
known Andhar Bavadi (hidden wall) was built. There are winding 
staircases that conceal the well which was the main source of water 
to the fort. The Bavadi also has a lot of hidden escape routes that lead 
soldiers outside the fort. It acted as an emergency shelter and a fort 
inside the fort. 



 

Figure 2 : Kalavanticha Mahal 

ii) Kalavanticha Mahal: The building that once served as the 
residence of the court is now completely a wreck. The only are the 
traces of work on the ceiling. This building was also known as 
Nayakini Sajja, which means “Courtesans terrace room”. 



 

Figure 3: Ambharkhana 

iii) Ambharkhana:  The three granaries built using Bijapur style are called 
Ambharkhana. This was the place which was used to store provision in 
earlier days. The three Granaries are named as: Ganga, Yamuna and 
Saraswathi, the largest being called Ganga Kothi. The Ambharkhana has 
stairs on both the sides which leads to the top of the building. The grains got 
stored through an opening on the top  of the building. The grains got stored 
through an opening on the top of the bays which had vaults of their own. 
Dharma Kothi is an additional granary of Ambarkhana. Grains to the poor 
and the needy were distributed through the Dharma Kothi.   
 



 

Figure 4: Sajja Kothi 

 
 

iv) Sajja Kothi: Another important feature of the fort is the Sajja Kothi. 
Built by Ibrahim Adil Shahi as  a viewing pavilion this place also 
served as a Prison to Shivaji’s son Sambhaji. 
 

v) Teen Darwaza: The most decorative entrance to the fort is the Teen 
Darwaza which is located to the North of Andhar Bavadi. A double 
gate with an arcade in between along with an ornate chamber on the 
top showcases the skills of the artisans of those times. The inner gate 
is made of intricate carvings, motifs and Persian inscription. There is 
a motif of Lord Ganesha on the inner gate. The Persian inscription of 
either sides reveals that the gate was built during the rule of Ibrahim 
Adil Shah I.   
 



 

Figure 5 : Teen Darwaza 

 
vi)  Rajdindi Bastion: One of the hidden exits to the fort was Rajdindi 

Bastion. This was the bastion through which Shivaji Maharaja to 
Vishalghad during Battle of Pavan Khind. 
 



 

Figure 6 : Rajdindi Bastion 

 
vii) Other attractions in Panhala Fort:  Parashar caves, Jyotiba 

Temple, Botanical Gardens and the Bhairavnath Temple. 
 
 Key challenges:  Ironically, in the 21st century, this imposing fortress 

is under siege once again. The last two decades have seen a 
mushrooming of hotels, farmhouses and resorts inside its precincts. 
As a result, the Panhala – one of the most important forts in Western 
India is turning into an urban sprawl and losing its identity. 
 

 Environmental Impact: This includes the degradation of forest and 
surrounding environment might lead to the loss of energy, wild life and 
beauty of the area. Increased accumulation of solid waste, increased 
level of water and air pollution. 
 



 Degradation of forest: The degradation of surrounding forest has led 
to decreased quantity of flora and fauna which has impacted the 
ecological balance of the area. Certain parts of the fort are falling due 
to landslides etc.    
 

 Unchecked carrying capacity: It is pertinent to do a detailed study 
about the carrying capacity of the fort. The carrying capacity is 
determining the maximum number of tourist that can be allowed to 
visit the fort without rendering any damage to the fort. It further 
determines the optimal number of people required so as to sustain 
the fort both economically as well as environmentally. 
 

 Conservation of Panhala fort through an appropriate tourism 
policy : 
 

i) Understanding the symbiotic relation between tourism initiative and 
heritage of a region: 
It is essential to maintain the balance between tourism and 
environment which helps to develop the policy for tourism 
development of an area and imposition of the special limits. 
 

ii) Tourism Development :  
 The tourist destinations absorb the tourism growth before the 

negative results become perceptibility by host community.  
 Visitors will experience the quality service in the form of food, 

transport and hospitality. 
 It helps to plan the tourism in such a way that it is not a burden to 

any part of the area. 
 

iii) Conservation Ethics and importance of Structural Aspects:  
The structural condition of the building, before any intervention and all 
methods and the material used during the treatment must be fully 
documented intervention. Historic evidence must not be destroyed, 
falsified or removed for authenticity. Any intervention must be 



governed by unswerving respect for the aesthetic, historical and the 
physical integrity fort’s cultural property. 
 

iv) Material Heritage: Emphasis must be given to organic material and 
dissemination of conservation techniques : 

 Survey of areas and buildings: to document mural painting sites and 
other historical structures. 

 Conservation all wall paintings. 
 Training in preventive conservation of art objects: training in repair, 

restoration and curative conservation of art objects and antiquities. 
 

viii) Public – private partnership: Public- private partnership is required to 
be formulated to conserve the fort organically. This step will bring in 
the adherence to the guidelines along with proper inflow of much 
needed funds. 
   


