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         Introduction




         
         
         
         
         Wherever it is found, the tiger evokes a reverence, dread, and wonder accorded no other animal.
         

         
         
         
         
         In Sumatra holy men commune with tigers in order to speak with dead heroes. In South Thailand and peninsular Malaysia, Negrito pygmies tell us the tiger is the avenger of the Supreme Being, Karei, punishing those who break tribal taboos. The Mendriq believe the tiger is the son of the thunder god and the goddess who dwells in the center of the earth—to them the tiger is the connection between the thunderstorm and the underworld. In India gods ride the tiger’s back: Jolishmatic, the goddess of miraculous drugs; Aurkah, commander of the thirty-three-year cycle; Shukra, priest of demons; and the avenging Durga, wife of the great god Shiva. All choose the tiger as their vahana, or vehicle. In Hindu mythology a vahana does not carry a god in the ordinary sense that a car carries a passenger. Rather, as religious historian Wendy Doniger points out, the mount carries the god “in the way that a breeze ‘carries’ a perfume.” The tiger is permeated, saturated with the god’s force and power, imbued with the essence of the god itself.
         

         
         
         
         
         Everywhere it roams, the tiger is credited with powers beyond those expected of any worldly animal.

         
         
         
         
         Nowhere are those powers more fearful than in Sundarbans, the largest tidal delta in the world. Here, unlike any other place on earth, the tiger regularly hunts people. Hundreds die each year in the tiger’s jaws.

         
         
         
         
         Yet there is no eradication campaign directed against the tigers of Sundarbans, as there have been against far less lethal predators in the West. Here the tiger is feared but not hated; here it is worshiped but not loved. For here the tiger is a sacred creature who rules an enchanted land.

         
         
         
         
         Spell of the Tiger is an invitation to visit this land. In Eastern legends vision quests into unknown territories were often made on the back of a tiger. In this book the tiger will carry the reader on a spiritual journey to a land where nature and God are one. But it is a journey we may soon be unable to make. Due to global climate change, Sundarbans is being rapidly eaten away by a rising sea. And soon there may be no more tigers to carry us there.
         


         

         
         
         “It is my belief that the end of the tiger is in sight,” Peter Jackson, chairman of the Cat Specialist Group of the World Conservation Union–IUCN told me when I began to research the first edition of this book in 1992. That year an estimated 400 tigers were killed in India, reducing the world’s population of tigers to fewer than 7,000.

         
         
         
         
         The tiger’s future looked so bleak that just a year later, some people had already given up on it. “I mourn the passing of a beautiful, majestic beast,” pronounced Adam Holland, the general editor of Asiaweek, in a 1993 cover story in that magazine, “but the tiger in the wild stands as much chance of survival as an antique building in Hong Kong. The next year, Time put the tiger on its cover with the headline “Doomed.”
         

         
         
         
         
         At the turn of the 20th century, tigers occupied vast areas of Asia, from the Russian Far East to Java. Turkey’s Mount Ararat, near the border with Iran, was said to be “infested” with them up to the snow line. Tigers hunted wapiti in the dwarf oak forests west of Mongolia’s Great Gobi; gigantic, long-furred tigers stalked mountain sheep through Russian blizzards; tigers padded through the steaming rain forests of Bali. An estimated 40,000 Royal Bengal tigers inhabited India’s jungles and grasslands—so many that it has been said that in the early 1900s, two maharajas could shoot 2,000 tigers between them in their spare time.

         
         
         
         
         Today only four of the original eight subspecies survive. One of the subspecies—the South Chinese tiger—has gone extinct since I wrote this book. The surviving subspecies are confined to tiny remnants of their former ranges. The Indo-Chinese tiger, smaller and darker than India’s Royal Bengal, may number less than 2,000. Fewer than 500 Sumatran tigers, with their reddish coats and exceptionally broad stripes, survive in Indonesia. Researchers estimate that only 366–406 Siberians, the largest tigers, remain in the wild. The last Bali tiger was killed in the 1940s; the Caspian tiger went extinct in the 1970s; the last Javan tiger died a decade later. 

         
         
         
         
         The Royal Bengal tiger was thought to be the most numerous tiger subspecies in the world. But by 1972 only 2,000 of them—the number two maharajas could shoot at leisure—were believed alive in India, the animal’s principal range. And today, despite India’s ambitious Project Tiger, a heroic effort begun more than 25 years ago, there are probably not many more. The results of the most recent census of India’s tigers, announced in the early months of 2008, revealed only 1,411 adult tigers in the country. Alarms sounded, as this figure was down 50 percent from the previous census in 2001–2202. However, the new census figures did not include cubs and subadults, and did not include Sundarbans and several other forests that were not surveyed due to logistical or security issues. K. Ullas Karanth, director of India’s Centre for Wildlife Studies, says that the census really means there are probably at least 2,000 tigers in India, maybe more.

         
         
         
         
         All is not lost—yet. There are a few bright spots in the conservation picture. For one thing, the latest India-wide tiger census is undoubtedly the most accurate estimate of the tiger population in 40 years. India has changed its census methods, abandoning the pugmark surveys, which treat each tiger footprint as a fingerprint, as described later in this book. Census-takers now rely on more scientific methods, such as counts based on photos snapped by hidden cameras and estimates of prey abundance. There is also renewed scientific interest in Sundarbans tigers, the population of tigers discussed in this book. On the Bangladeshi side of the Bay of Bengal, a Sundarbans Tiger Project started in February 2005 to study the unique ecology of these tigers and assess habitat and prey abundance. It is funded by Save the Tiger Fund and U.S. Fish and Wildlife and administered by the Bangladeshi Wildlife Department.

         
         
         
         
         But today’s surviving tigers face worldwide threats that conservationists could not have imagined thirty years ago. When Project Tiger began, tigers were slaughtered primarily for the skins. Today, tigers are killed for parts previous poachers left behind: the whiskers, sinews, penis, blood, and especially bone—all of which are sold to supply a seemingly bottomless, primarily Asian market for so-called elixirs. Though none of them work, tiger wines, balms, soups, and pills are believed to ease ailments from rheumatism to dysentery. Unlike tiger skins, which can be easily identified, bone and body parts are far more difficult to track on the way to illegal markets in Hong Kong, China, Taiwan, and markets in Chinatowns in Europe and North America.

         
         
         
         
         To feed this illegal trade, in India alone, a tiger is killed every 18 hours, according to the Environmental Investigation Agency, a British nongovernmental organization. The slaughter is not, of course, confined to India. A 2008 report from World Wildlife’s wild animal trade-monitoring arm, TRAFFIC, showed that in Sumatra, a survey of 326 shops found 33 of them selling tiger body parts, accounting for the deaths of at least 23 tigers. That this figure was down from 52 tigers believed killed for the trade in the 1999–2002 report was no cause for celebration. Lead author Julia Ng said the decline did not reflect better enforcement or diminished demand; it was the result of dwindling number of tigers left in the wild.

         
         
         
         
         And the illegal trade is not the only threat to wild tigers worldwide. Since this book first appeared, India’s population has risen from a bit over 800 million to 1.136 billion, and the world’s human population has swelled from 5.6 billion to 6.5 billion. Instead of chasing down organized networks of poachers, forest guards have their hands full trying to protect the few areas set aside for wildlife from encroaching villagers and their forest-mowing cattle, sheep, and goats. Even if the slaughter of tiger stopped, humans might simply crowd tigers off the planet.

         
        
         
         
         
         What if tigers vanish from the earth? Do we need tigers in our world? Ancient stories assure us that we do. Anthropologists report that in the past, native people have taken great care in their behavior toward tigers so as not to anger tiger spirits or tiger gods. In their marvelous book Soul of the Tiger, anthropologist Jeffrey McNeely and psychologist Paul Spencer Wachel describe the instance of a Burmese man-eater who was shot after it had reportedly killed twenty-four people. Lisu tribespeople gathered reverently around its corpse and offered this prayer to ask the tiger’s forgiveness. “We have not been ruthless in killing the tiger. The tiger has killed a number of persons for no reason. May the tiger rest in peace.”
         

         
         
         
         
         In the Annamite mountains of Vietnam, Henry Baudesson, a surveyor for the French colonial service, described in his journal what happened when a tiger fell into a pit dug to trap deer. “The natives were terrified lest it should die, in which case its spirit would never cease to molest them. So they decided to set it free. . . offering humble apologies for having already detained it so long.”

         
         
         
         
         In his monograph The Soul of Ambiguity, Robert Wessing recounts a story that was widely reported in Indonesian newspapers during the summer of 1979, when one of the last tigresses remaining on Java emerged from the jungle and strolled through the city to Jogjakarta.
         

         
         
         
         
         She walked through the Gajah Mada University campus and made straight for the chemistry laboratory, where she spent the day breaking equipment. The Indonesian government dispatched sharpshooters with tranquilizer guns, but she eluded them. Finally her mate came to join her. Both were sedated and taken to the zoo. But that evening one of the pair somehow escaped from the locked cage. It was found in a tree near its caged mate.

         
         
         
         
         It was night, and a tiger was loose in the city. Officials decided that it should be killed. The son of Indonesia’s President Suharto, Raden Sigit, fired the single shot that killed the tiger. Then the mate inexplicably escaped from its cage and disappeared.

         
         
         
         
         A series of disasters followed the tiger’s death. The vice president, Sultan Hamengkubuwana, withdrew. The crown prince and his mother died within one year of each other. A plane carrying Indonesian pilgrims to Mecca crashed, killing 200. Mount Dieng erupted, spewing toxic fumes that killed 160 people, and the neighboring island of Sumatra was subjected to floods and volcanic eruptions. The disasters were widely attributed by the people of Indonesia to the shooting of the tiger and the extinction of the Javan subspecies. Killing tigers, they say, may have terrible consequences.

         
     
         
         
         
         Skeptical Westerners might dismiss native people’s stories about animals as worthless superstition. This would be a grave mistake. Most of us live in cities and suburbs, and we know surprisingly little about animals, for we have distanced ourselves from their lives. As professional scientists begin to pay more attention to events in the natural world, they are confirming that even some of the stories about animal powers that seem most far-fetched turn out to be remarkably accurate and wise.

         
         
         
         
         Some people who live near Florida’s swamps, for instance, say the crocodiles there will grab you by your shadow, pull you into the water, and eat you. The story comes from keen observation of the natural world. These crocodiles (who are true crocodiles, not Florida’s more gentle alligators) begin to feed at dusk as shadows lengthen. The longer the shadow, the more aggressive the crocodile is likely to be. “As a rule of thumb, if you’re close enough for your shadow to touch the water’s edge,” Florida’s state fish and wildlife researcher Alan Woodward recently told a National Wildlife writer, “then you’re close enough for a crocodile to grab you.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Similarly the Chippewa Indians of the Great Lakes believed that spiders’ webs protected their babies by catching the “harm in the air.” Often a spider voluntarily wove a web over the infant’s cradle; if one did not, a Chippewa parent would carefully collect a web on a hoop and hang it over the baby.

         
         
         
         
         The belief was sound; the practice worked. University of Cincinnati researcher Joe Raver notes that spiders’ webs make excellent mosquito netting. In an area besieged with biting insects, the webs protected babies from mosquito-borne encephalitis, allergic reactions to black-fly bites, and other insect-borne “harm in the air.”

         
         
         
         
         These are mere facts; the truths that local people tell about animal powers run deeper yet. The people of Indonesia wisely identified the disappearance of the Javan tigers as a cataclysmic event for the earth, and correctly saw that animals exert powerful effects on human beings. Our kind has the capacity to understand the natural world better than many of us do now.

         
         
         
         
         “We need an older, and a wiser, and perhaps a more mystical understanding of animals,” wrote Henry Beston in The Outermost House. That is why I journeyed to Sundarbans, and that is why I have written this book: in the hopes of presenting an older and a wiser understanding—of people, of tigers, and of tigers’ crucial place in the world.
         

         
         
         
         

            
            Hancock, New Hampshire 
February 22, 2008

            
            
   
         
     
   
      
         
         
         A NOTE ON SPELLING AND
         
         PRONUNCIATION

         
         
         
         
         
         Every effort has been made to spell Bengali words and names correctly, but to little avail: the Bengali alphabet does not correspond to the Roman alphabet. Fortunately for me, Bengalis are used to Westerners’ permutations of their words. For instance, the name of one of my chief informants is spelled at least four different ways on books and articles he has written. The cover of one book proclaims its author as Kalyan Chakravarty, while another lists him as Kalyan Chakrabarti. The former is a Hindi-English spelling of the name; the latter a Bengali-English spelling. I have tried to use Bengali-English spellings throughout the text. But there is considerable variation even within Bengali-English spelling. Sajnekhali, site of Sundarbans’ tourist lodge and one of its bird sanctuaries, is variously spelled Sajnekhali, Sajnakali, and Sajnakhali on maps and brochures.

         
         
         
         
         The pronunciation of Bengali-English words can also be slippery. Sunderbans is pronounced “Shunderbun.” (It is variously spelled and sometimes, especially on maps, is prefaced by “the,” although the article is not usually used in conversation.) The name of Sundarbans’ tiger god, Daksin Ray, is pronounced “Dawkin Roy.” A man whose name frequently appears on these pages is Rathin Banerjee. His first name is pronounced “Row-teen.”

         
         
         
         
         How can this be? I asked Rathin how you can get the sound “Row-teen” out of the spelling “Rathin.” He answered, “It is spelled wrong on my birth certificate.”
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         Sundarbans: A First Encounter

         
         
         
         
         Like a Rousseau painting, the journey into Sundarbans, the great mangrove swamp that stretches between India and Bangladesh along the Bay of Bengal, slides you sensually, dreamily, into a time and a place that you almost remember.
         

         
         
         
         
         As the launch floats farther and farther away from the noisy town docks, the houses and shops on the banks of the river change from brick and tin to mud and thatch, and then disappear entirely. In their place is nothing but trees and mud, water and sky.

         
         
         
         
         Sometimes you might not see an animal for half an hour, not even a bird. Yet the place is palpably alive. Even if you see no movement, you feel it, for all the elements—trees, mud, water, sky—are reaching for one another, yearning, as if in attempted embrace.

         
         
         
         
         Many of the mangroves here grow on stilt roots, their attempt to stabilize themselves on the shifting mud: the trees are reaching for the earth. Others send up pneumatophores, mud-covered “breathing roots” that stretch upward in search of oxygen: the earth reaching for the sky. For half of each day the moon-driven tide stretches toward the land, enveloping its great length with water; during the other half the land stretches toward the water, as the tide recedes like one who falls back from the arms of a lover, satisfied.

         
         
         
         
         Escaping the honk and screech of Calcutta or Dacca, Bengali tourists ostensibly come to Sundarbans to see the tigers. Here, it is said, live more tigers than anywhere else on earth. Seldom do the tourists see one. But here, on the waters surrounded by forest, city folk may find an even more elusive quarry: luxuriant, calm, voluptuous peace.

         
         
         
         
         On the wide rivers you may see Gangetic dolphins rise, smooth as silk, their pink-gray dorsal fins rolling like soft waves along the water’s surface. Dreamlike wonders: once, out near the Bay of Bengal, I glimpsed an olive ridley sea turtle as it surfaced for a breath of air. My looking at that spot at that moment seemed as improbable and as blessed as chancing to witness the opening eye of the slumbering Vishnu, the Supreme Hindu Being who, while universes bubble from his pores, sleeps upon a fathomless ocean.

         
         
         
         
         The very name of Sundarbans is a dreamlike blur of meanings: sundar, the Bengali word for beautiful; sundari, a beautiful, silvery mangrove, once the dominant tree; samudraban, forests of ocean. Indeed, here the forest and ocean are often indistinguishable, one bleeding into the other like tints in a watercolor: blue-grays, olive greens, muddy browns. In the morning mists the water joins the sky; in the tides the water dissolves the earth—as the Self, Hindu mystics say, dissolves into the mind of God. The earth itself, fine, silty clay, came here as rain-dissolved fragments of the holy Himalayas, carried by the rivers Brahmaputra and Ganges, themselves considered gods. The soft mud here looks benign, even luscious. You can imagine sinking into it as slowly and softly as you fall asleep.
         

         
         
         
         
         But this is only one face of Sundarbans. Like the many-headed deities of the Hindu pantheon, it embodies terror as well as peace; but from the safe deck of a big tourist boat, the terrible face of Sundarbans is as invisible as the dark side of the moon.

         
         
         
         
         “If you are going on a big motor launch, it’s a different thing,” says Kushal Mookherjee, a private wildlife consultant based in Calcutta. “But once you put your foot on the mud bank, you know: this is a strange place. This is a dangerous place. Here you know you are at the mercy of something else.”

         
         
         
         
         Once you leave the wide rivers—if you enter the small channels, if you set foot in the forests—you enter a world where the ground sucks you down whole, where the night swallows the stars, and where you know, for the first time, that your body is made of meat.

         
         
         In Sundarbans you are at the mercy of a world not only unseen but unsuspected. The only constant is change: new land forms so quickly here that on the Bangladeshi side, cartographers must redraw their maps every three years. Nature does not obey the rules: fish climb trees; the animals drink salt water; the roots of trees grow up toward the sky instead of down to the earth; the tide may run in opposite directions simultaneously in the same creek. And here, the tigers do not obey the same rules by which tigers elsewhere govern their lives. They hunt people. They take their prey even in broad daylight. They will even swim out into the Bay of Bengal, where the waves may be more than two feet high. They often swim from India to Bangladesh. The tigers here are bound by neither day nor night, land nor water; these tigers, some say, are creatures of neither heaven nor earth.
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            With an Open Mouth

            
            
         

         
         
         On a soft may night in West Bengal, when the sweet scent of khalsi flowers clung to the wet, warm darkness, when the moon shone round and white, and boatmen’s lanterns winked at one another like fireflies up and down the river, death came with an open mouth for Malek Molla.
         

         
         
         
         
         The day’s work was over. Molla and his six companions had collected five kilograms of honey from the fat combs they’d found hanging among the small, curved, downward-pointing leaves of a genwa tree. Collecting honey is one of the most dangerous jobs in Sundarbans, yet from April to June hundreds of men leave their mud and thatch houses and their rice fields and fishing nets to follow the bees into the forest.
         

         
         
         
         
         In little wooden boats they glide down the numberless channels that permeate the sodden land of Sundarbans. Barefoot they wade through the sucking clay mud. Carefully they step around the breathing roots of the mangroves, which spike up from the earth like bayonets. Sometimes they must pass through stands thick with hental, the palm from whose leaves the crocodiles build their nests. Its stems are armored with two-inch thorns so sharp that by the time you feel one in your foot, it has already penetrated half an inch and broken off in your flesh.
         

         
         
         
         
         One man always stands guard for the group. There are many dangers to watch for. Tigers hunt in these forests. Crocodiles lurk in the shallows. Vipers coil in the shade. Even the bees can kill you. They are aggressive, and their sting causes muscle spasms, swelling, and fever. People who have been badly stung say that the pain can last for a year.

         
         
         
         
         The honey itself is said to be an antidote to the bees’ poison. Some who have survived attacks by bee swarms say companions saved their lives by smearing the thin, spicy honey over the stings. Sundarbans honey is considered an elixir of sorts. Shamans say eating some each day will ensure a long life. The leaves of the khalsi, whose fragrant, white blossoms supply the pollen from which the earliest honey is made, are curative, too: a paste made from them will stanch the flow of blood.
         

         
         
         
         
         But no blood had flowed on this day. The group found the first bees’ nest easily, eight feet up in a genwa. One man climbed the spindly trunk. With smoke from a kerosene-soaked torch of green hental fronds, he drove the bees from the hive and cut loose the swollen comb with a machete. Another man below caught the comb in a ten-gallon tin that had once held mustard oil. The others waited, armed with clubs, ready in case a tiger appeared; but none did. So they continued their quest through the forest, revisiting the hives they had spotted the day before. That afternoon they emerged from the forest laughing, safe, laden with their riches, the golden honey.
         

         
         
         Now, in their low-bodied wooden boat, anchored in the Chamta River, beneath the palm thatch that roofed the cabin, the six tired men relaxed.

         
         
         
         
         Their lantern gleamed. The men talked and laughed and smoked the harsh, leaf-wrapped cigarettes called bidi. A pot of curry and India’s ubiquitous dahl—lentil stew—bubbled on the boat’s clay stove. One man offered a song. The notes of the Bengali melody rose and fell, full and then empty, like the tides that rise to engulf the forest every six and a half hours and then fall back, drained.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         No one felt the boat rock. No one heard a scream. But everyone heard the splash when something very heavy hit the water beside the boat.

         
         
         
         
         The men flashed their torches on the water, into the forest, along the shore. And on the far bank of the river the light barely caught the figure of a huge, wet cat slinking into the mangroves, carrying the body of Malek Molla like a fish in its mouth. Molla had been quiet that evening; possibly he had been asleep. The tiger may have killed him without ever waking him up. Without making a sound, without rocking the boat, a predator who may have weighed five hundred pounds and stretched up to nine feet long had launched itself from the water, selected its victim, seized him in its jaws, and killed him instantly.

         
         
         
         
         Molla’s body was recovered the following day. The tiger had severed his spinal cord with a single bite to the back of the neck. It had eaten the soft belly first.

         
         

         
         
         
         In Sundarbans everyone watches for the tiger. But the tiger, they say, always sees you first. Every group of fishermen tells a story like this one:

         
         
         
         
         “Our eyes were toward the higher ground, toward the forest where the trees were thick. We were expecting if danger would come, it would come from the forest.”

         
         
         
         
         Montu Halda is twenty-six, a fisherman from the village Hingulgunge. When he was twenty-one, he saw his brother-in-law taken away by a tiger.

         
         
         
         
         There were four in his party that day, he remembers: Halda, his father, his brother, and his brother-in-law. It was late afternoon; the others wanted to return to the village with their catch, but the brother-in-law insisted they stop to collect dry firewood from the forest.

         
         
         
         
         They anchored and waded ashore. They kept their backs to the river and to the boat, their eyes on the darkening forest. They knew this was a dangerous time of day. At low tide the pink-faced monkeys known as rhesus macaques and the little spotted deer called chital come to the edge of the water to pick through the flowers and fruits and leaves the mangroves drop into the water, which the tide then brings to land. Tigers know the tides, and they know the habits of the monkeys and deer. And they know the habits of men.

         
         
         
         
         If a tiger was near, it would know when people were coming. It would hear the oar strokes and the voices. It would know the meaning of a dropped anchor. And it would wait and try to surprise them.

         
         
         
         
         All this Halda and his relatives knew, so they were careful. If there was a tiger, and if it wanted one of them, their only chance would be to see it first. Their eyes never left the forest.

         
         
         
         
         The tiger leaped onto the brother-in-law’s back. It knocked him face down in the mud, grabbed him by the back of the neck and, in one fluid motion, bounded into the forest. The tiger had not approached from the forest but from the river, where the men had not bothered to watch.

         
         

         
         
         
         Agie Bishas, too, saw a tiger take a man away into the forest. Bishas, fifty, from the big village of Gosaba, knows many tiger stories. This attack he had witnessed only three months before he told me about it.

         
         
         
         
         He was on a boat in a group of four or five that were tied together, waiting near the forest for the tide to drop so they could collect wood. No one knew it, but all the while, he said, a tiger was watching them from the opposite bank.

         
         
         
         
         Unseen, the tiger swam across the river until it reached a bush that drooped over the water. With the bush masking its head, and the lower part of its body submerged, it waited, watching. It watched the men for hours, Bishas said. It waited right beside their boat.

         
         
         
         
         In a steady voice, with clarity and precision, Bishas told me, through a translator, what had happened. “The tiger, it had to wait some time,” he said, “for it could not climb into the boat because there were so many boats together, and the people were not getting down from the boats because they were waiting for the water to recede. The tiger was getting impatient. As long as the boats were tied together, the tiger was kept waiting.”

         
         
         
         
         As the tide went out, the party decided that the man in the head boat, which was tied to a tree on the bank, would collect the wood. The other boats separated to anchor midstream.

         
         
         
         
         “As soon as the tiger saw the boats had separated and that this one was alone now, it swam out from its hiding place,” Bishas said. One person was alone at the boat’s bow. The tiger surged from the water, its front paws gripping the craft; the boatman fainted from shock. Immediately the tiger leaped into the boat, seized the boatman, and carried him by the back of the neck into the forest.

         
         

         
         
         
         These stories are told again and again in steady, reasoned voices by people who saw the events take place. The tiger flew from the forest. The tiger launched itself from the water. The tiger lay invisible for hours. The tiger materialized from thin air.

         
         
         
         
         Sometimes a tiger swims after a boat the way a dog chases a car on the road. Kalyan Chakrabarti, a former field director of India’s Sundarbans Tiger Reserve, tells the story he heard of a steel-hulled motor launch whose crew of ten tried to rid themselves of a tiger swimming after them. They shot at it five times with a rifle. They threw lumps of coal. They tried to push it away with bamboo poles. The swimming tiger grabbed the poles with its paws and chewed them to shreds. The pilot tried to run over the tiger to drown it; the cook splashed boiling water over the animal’s head. But the tiger never tired. In fact, it was gaining on them and even managed to board the dinghy tied to the side of the launch. The crew let the rope out so the tiger could not use the dinghy as a stepping stone to the launch. The terrified crew finally locked themselves in the cabin.

         
         
         
         
         Three hours later the tiger was still there. Only after they entered the rough waters of the river Matla did it depart. The big waves overturned the dinghy, and the tiger swam ashore.

         
         
         
         
         “If a tiger really wants to kill you,” Kalyan says, “it can take you. There is nothing you can do. Not even a gun will help you.”

         
         
         
         
         According to government figures, thirty or forty people are killed each year on the Indian side of Sundarbans. But these figures are misleading. No one except Forest Department officials are allowed inside Sundarbans Tiger Reserve’s 514-square-mile core area, which is set aside for wildlife alone. Ringing the core is a buffer zone of 562 square miles, where people may fish, collect honey, and cut wood, but they must have a permit to do so. If a permit holder is killed inside the buffer zone, the government compensates his family for the loss, and the death is officially tallied. But families of tiger victims who are illegally inside restricted areas are not compensated, so there is no reason for them to inform the authorities; in fact, these families fear they might be prosecuted. In the rare cases when the victim’s body can be retrieved, the bereaved cremate it hastily, sometimes at night, before forest officials can find out.

         
         
         
         
         The boatman with whom I traveled in Sundarbans, Girindra Nath Mridha, lost three of his four uncles to tigers; one was killed before his eyes. None of those deaths was “official.” On a trip in December 1992 I met an older fisherman who showed me a puffer fish he had caught. By the time I returned to Sundarbans in January, the man had been “unofficially” eaten. So many are killed by tigers here that some villages are known as vidhaba pallis—tiger widow villages. Arampur, near Gosaba, is one such village; in each of its 125 families is a woman whose husband or brother or son was killed by a tiger.
         

         
         
         
         
         One hundred years ago it was reported that 4,218 people were eaten by tigers in the Sundarbans over a period of six years. One study estimated that one-third of the tigers here will try to kill and then eat any person they see. Almost invariably the person they see is a man, for in Sundarbans, as in most of India, only men work in the forest, while the women work in the village. Oddly, tigers seldom stray into the villages; when they do, they do not stay long, and they do not hunt people. But in the forest they consider humans suitable prey.

         
         
         
         
         And here they thrive. The number of tigers the area supports is disputed. But no one disagrees that Sundarbans Tiger Reserve is the only park in India with more than one hundred tigers, and the Indian side constitutes only half of the huge mangrove tract. Including both the Indian and Bangladeshi sides, the full 3,861-square-mile area supports more tigers than any other contiguous tract in the world.

         
         
         
         
         No one keeps track of the actual death toll. Forest officials privately admit that the numbers are at least double the official figures. Some experts say the total may be as high as 150 a year on the Indian side and about the same on the Bangladeshi side.

         
         

         
         
         
         Elsewhere in the world, tigers seldom kill people. David Smith has studied Nepal’s tigers at Royal Chitawan National Park since 1977. “Over the years we’ve had people stumble right on top of tigers and not be bitten,” he says. He recalls a story about his colleague Charles McDougal, who has studied tigers intensively at Chitawan at a lodge named Tiger Tops. As McDougal was walking along a knife-edge ridge, he saw a tiger coming toward him. He decided to reverse direction, slowly, and did not look back. The tiger left him alone.

         
         
         
         
         George Schaller relates a similar experience. Taking nighttime photos of wildlife in central India, he needed to adjust some of his equipment. “We stepped away from the blind and walked slowly toward the tigers,” he relates. “ ‘Go away, tigers, go away,’ I said in a tense voice as I held the cats in the beam of my small flashlight, and Stan clapped his hands several times. The tigers reluctantly retreated.”

         
         
         
         
         Smith recalled another instance: a young child, following the path of Smith’s airplane flying overhead, crossed illegally into the core area of Chitawan Park and walked right up to a resting tiger. The tiger ignored him. Only when the child pushed the tiger did the animal swipe at him; even so, the boy was not seriously hurt. “Basically,” says Smith, “tigers do not attack people.”

         
         
         
         
         That one of the largest predators on earth so seldom injures people has given rise to a belief in many parts of tropical Asia that tigers embody the souls of dead heroes. One morning at nine in 1974, a tiger appeared at a school in Jogjakarta, Java. First it sat quietly. Then, like a visiting dignitary, it walked slowly through the classrooms. The newspapers reported that the tiger was a reincarnation of Sukarno, Indonesia’s first president. Many tribal people believe that humans and
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