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Tiger-Charmers of the Sundarbans

By: Annu Jalais

The tiger-charmers of the Sundarbans have been seen by forest guards and scientists as unscrupulous. But the islanders

argue that tiger-charmers are able to better communicate between human and nonhuman worlds, and ensure resources are

evenly shared. This is their story.

What led me to the Sundarbans

In 1999, I set off for the Sundarbans,1 the largest mangrove forests in the world, to undertake two years of anthropological fieldwork

for my doctoral thesis. I had been there as a child and then again as a high school student. As a child, I had noticed little shrines the

same height as me with small deities inside them, and I had listened to the story of Bonbibi, the “woman of the forest.”

In newspapers in the late 1980s, we had learnt how scientists had figured out why the Sundarbans tigers were infamous for their

propensity to attack and kill humans, and how the government had offered the islanders remedial measures. One of these had involved

distributing masks to the islanders. These had to be worn back to front. It was believed that wearing masks on the back of one’s head

would prevent tigers from attacking as they usually went for the nape of the neck. Their intention was to fool tigers into thinking the

mask was a human face.

In 1988, I was in class 8. My school, Loreto Sealdah, had organised a nature study camp to the Sundarbans Sajnekhali sanctuary. The

scientists running our camp had explained to us that the Sundarbans islanders had refused to wear the masks generously distributed by

the West Bengal government “because they were so superstitious that they preferred to rely on tiger-charmers and Bonbibi than on

science.” A budding interest in science kept me from taking that information in any other way but at its face value.

The scientists running our camp had explained to us that the Sundarbans islanders had refused to wear the masks

generously distributed by the West Bengal government “because they were so superstitious that they preferred to

rely on tiger-charmers and Bonbibi than on science”.
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Full of enthusiasm, the next morning I remember a couple of us had woken up while it was still dark and had gone towards the

watchtower, which overlooked the forest, in the hope of spotting a tiger. Beyond the wall of grilled netting, in the receding greenish-

white mist, we could just about make out the two ponds that had gleamed so brightly in the moonlight. But after taking in the stillness

of the ponds and surrounding trees for about an hour and not spotting any animal, we lost our eagerness and climbed down. It was

dawn.

A small group of guards, still in their longhies, was sitting in a circle chatting and drinking tea. On noticing us, they beckoned us over

and asked if we had been lucky enough to sight an animal. We shook our heads despondently. To raise our spirits, one of them said

he would show us something and went towards his quarters. The others made space for us and offered us some tea. The guard who

had gone in came back with a couple of the masks. Lo and behold, they were the ones the scientists had mentioned the previous night.

Slightly surprised by our keenness, one of them said, “You’re mad! Tigers don’t even respect government

officials!”

Intrigued, my two friends and I playfully put them on the back of our heads and innocently asked if we could venture out of the

tightly fenced sanctuary to watch wildlife “out in the open” – we would surely have more luck this way, we implied. They laughed off

our request. We became insistent. Slightly surprised by our keenness, one of them said, “You’re mad! Tigers don’t even respect

government officials!” We argued that we were not superstitious and that we would not need armed guards as we would be protected

by the masks. Our faith in scientists was boundless.

Are masks “scientific” if they work for only one kind of human?

As we continued arguing playfully, it slowly dawned on me that the guards never moved without their rifles and thick shields, even

when straying barely 50 metres from the gates of the sanctuary. We cheekily asked why they did not wear masks and suggested them

doing so might convert the islanders to wearing them. Now on the verge of exasperation, they explained that the masks would not

work, either for us, as we were from the city and were so fair and plump, or for them, because tigers were so used to seeing them

with rifles that they would not fear them if they only wore masks. We were thoroughly perplexed.
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Later that evening, when we reassembled, this time in the little wooden room where we were to be given another lecture on wildlife, I

raised my hand and asked why the guards had not allowed us to venture outside even though we had been prepared to wear masks.

When one of the scientists told us that it was “too big a risk to take” my recently acquired staunch belief in “scientific masks”

crumbled.

I wanted to know why people refused to wear masks and preferred to put all their trust in tiger-charmers and Ma

Bonbibi.
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I realised then that there were after all two kinds of people: those who were required to trust the force of a mask, and those who were

too important to be wearing masks and who could only be adequately protected by a rifle and shield-bearing human. The supposed

scientific force of a mask was reserved for those in menial occupations, such as fishermen or honey collectors; not us, city school-

children. But we were also not sufficiently important to warrant the protection of armed guards. We were in between, left to contain

our excitement for wildlife until 5 p.m. when we would be allowed to watch the guards feeding the deer while we stood safe within

our giant cage.

For a decade after that camp, I had thought about masks and tiger-charmers and Ma Bonbibi, and of death caused by tigers. So, when

I got the opportunity to undertake a doctoral programme at the London School of Economics, I decided to do it on the Sundarbans. I

needed to find answers. I wanted to know why people refused to wear masks and preferred to put all their trust in tiger-charmers and

Ma Bonbibi. I also wanted to find out who these 'tiger-charmers' were and how exactly they were believed to be able to 'charm' tigers.

The colonial misreadings of the Bengal tiger’s 'nature'

One day, while preparing to do fieldwork in the Sundarbans, sitting at the Wellcome Institute’s library in London, I came across a text

that had been written in 1875 by Joseph Fayrer, a surgeon and a prolific natural science writer. Fayrer was conversant with the writings

of naturalists, especially those about the subcontinent. In his The Royal Tiger of Bengal: His Life and Death, Fayrer argued that even

though the tiger’s physical aspects are superior to those of the lion, the lion had thwarted the tiger from acceding to the title of king of

the jungle because of a misunderstanding about its “nature,” which was thought to be that of a “natural man-eater”.

Fayrer consequently took it upon himself to “rehabilitate” the tiger’s image through an account of why it had “fallen into evil

ways,” explaining that this man-eating habit “not of much consequence” was to be blamed on the superstition of villagers. Fayrer

claimed that the habit was both the result of the “apparent indifference of villagers and cowherds with which they regard the brute”

and of “the natives of India, especially the Hindoos, hold[ing] the tiger, as they do the cobra, in superstitious awe” (1875: 41–42). He

felt that this “injustice” done by the tiger could be rectified if the animal were given a better “character certificate.”

[The surgeon and natural science writer] Fayrer … took it upon himself to “rehabilitate” the tiger’s image through

an account of why it had “fallen into evil ways”…

Fayrer contended that the tiger population increased after 1857 (it is interesting that he picked this very date). We might conjecture

wildly that it being the year of the subcontinent’s first consequential armed uprising against the British, he might have feared that tigers

would take their cue from people, start reproducing on a bigger scale, and so be able to launch their own attack against the British.

Fayrer, like many well-meaning contemporary wildlife enthusiasts, then tried to downplay the destruction caused by tigers. After telling

us how in Lower Bengal alone in the six years between 1860 and 1866 tigers killed 4,218 people and how, during the same time, loss

of property amounted annually to 10 million pounds sterling, he invited the reader to consider this destruction as being “not so great

when one bears in mind that the population of India, including the native states, is nearly 250,000,000” (1875: 45, 47). The strangest

thing was that on our way to the Sundarbans, I had overheard a well-dressed man responding the same way upon reading in the

newspaper that a fisherman had been killed in the Sundarbans: “We are an overpopulated country, one less, one more, who cares?” he

had said turning towards one of his friends who had nodded in approval.

In Fayrer’s time too, the British regarded India as an overpopulated country with wild animals. From Fayrer’s own account, we learn

that British sportsmen in those days killed about 1,200 tigers a year in Bengal alone. But again, this was not so much to rid villagers

of the widespread destruction caused by these animals but because Fayrer – and undoubtedly many other Englishmen – perceived such

hunting to be a way of purging tigers of their “evil man-eating ways.”

From Fayrer’s own account, we learn that British sportsmen in those days killed about 1,200 tigers a year in

Bengal alone.

What appeared necessary to Fayrer was that the tiger recovered its true “psychology,” implying that for the sub-species to regain its

due or “natural” regal status, it had to forgo its man-eating habit. Not only was this “habit” blamed on people who lived in the same

vicinity as tigers, but ridding tigers of “their evil ways” could only be undertaken by, as Fayrer calls them, “courageous English

sportsmen.” Thankfully they could not do any of that because the marshy forests of the Sundarbans were not conducive to British ways

4



of hunting, and this is why there are still tigers in deltaic Bengal today.

Asking the islanders if masks work

Soon after arriving in the region a decade later in 1999, I decided to live in a village, one that lay across the river from the forest.

Tushar Kanjilal with his Gramer Diary had been an inspiration and under his advice, I had gone to live on the island of Satjelia.

One of the islanders of southern Satjelia had recently been killed by a tiger while fishing along the forested riverbank opposite the

village. Horrified, some of the islanders had watched the gruesome attack unfolding before their eyes. This attack, fresh on the

islanders’ minds, was mentioned often when they heard I was keen to know more about this region.

“Why did he not wear a mask?” I tentatively queried one day.

“Why should he?” shot back my interlocutor, Amal.

“Because they protect...?” I suggested.

“The day forest guards and visiting dignitaries wear masks, we will wear masks. Until then we prefer relying on our tiger-charmers and

Ma Bonbibi,” retorted Amal with brief clarity and evident bitterness.

“Our tigers allow us into their forest as long as we are poor and have no alternatives. But if we enter the forest

with firearms or with devious motives and plan to take life, then we’re fair game to tigers…”

After some weeks, the islanders kept insisting that I travel to the forest with them to “know all about their tiger.” I countered that I

was not interested in tigers. I wanted to write about them, the people of the Sundarbans. They persisted: “How will you write about us

if you do not know our tigers?”

“Why do I need to know about your tigers to be able to write about you? What is so special about your tigers?” I asked, incredulous.

“Our tigers allow us into their forest as long as we are poor and have no alternatives. But if we enter the forest with firearms or with

devious motives and plan to take life, then we’re fair game to tigers. For the forest is the land of equality and brotherhood,” said Leela

who liked to summarise everything the men said and get to the point.

She went on: “Tiger-charmers are those that take on the responsibility of facing tigers and being like tigers to tigers, so they

understand each other and can talk to each other.”

“Why then are they the first ones to get killed?” I retorted, as I had by then become familiar with all the British colonial gazetteer

writers who made very disparaging comments about tiger-charmers, saying that they were invariably the first ones to be killed by

tigers.

“That’s because tiger-charmers are arrogant, just like tigers. You know that tigers have huge egos and attack each other, right? This is

the reason why they attack tiger-charmers – they see them as another tiger. They’re like brothers. Just like Ma Bonbibi asked us to be.

Stay with us some time, visit the forest, and you’ll start to understand,” she explained with a trace of exasperation.

It was only when I accompanied the islanders to the forest that I did indeed start to understand. The tiger-charmers’ power is called

upon when forest-working teams land by boat to go into the forest and, again, when they depart. As soon as a boat arrives along a

forested island, the role of the tiger-charmer is to be the first one to alight from the boat and then crouch and ‘check the earth’ (mal

dekha) by placing his hand on the earth – usually a little mound —–while reciting the names of the five pirs and the five bibis. Once

he has finished reciting his silent chants to pacify difficult nonhumans – especially tigers and spirits – he ties a piece of earth to his

body and keeps it there during the whole venture. Later, before leaving the forest, when all his team-mates are safely back in the boat,

he crouches again and places his hand on the forest earth to “break” the spell he had cast, so that tigers can again go about their ways

unhindered.

[T]iger-charmers have to strike a subtle balance between having the required humility when entering non-human

territory and retaining their co-workers’ confidence through their reputation as being powerful.
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These precautions are explained as showing that one does not mean any harm to the animals. ‘Checking the earth’ also permits tiger-

charmers to ‘feel’ and gauge whether they have arrived at a ‘correct’ time. If they deem that the time is not right, they return to the

boat, as one of the important precautions when setting off for the forest is to not disturb nonhumans unduly. Just as it is bad form to

arrive at people’s houses during lunch or dinner, it is considered to be asking for trouble to enter the forest during the animals’

dinnertime, which the islanders believe is at night. A ‘correct’ time to enter the forest is when tigers and other animals are resting,

which is the morning and early afternoon. This is the reason why tiger-charmers usually refuse to go to the forest at night and resent

poachers, who are seen as not respecting wild animals’ need for privacy.

So the tiger-charmers have to strike a delicate balance between the needs of nonhumans and humans. If, when trying to place their

hand down on the earth, their fingers start quivering and their hand refuses to settle gently on the earth, the tiger-charmer either has to

leave or say stronger charms. If they leave, they return to the boat and row it to another part of the forest where they ‘check the earth’

again. The important aspect of this ritual is to show total deference. As one tiger-charmer explained:

“We crouch on the ground to ask for forgiveness from the forest and its inhabitants for
barging in on them and upsetting their routine by the charms we use. Then we say: ‘Listen,
lord, you will have to clear off from the path I have chosen, you go yours, let me go
mine,’ or ‘Mother of mine, whether in water or in the jungle, clear my path, collect your
tiger children to your bosom and show the way to your human children. Pleading your name, I
say these words.’

 

Ma Bonbibi and Dokkhin Rai

Ma Bonbibi is the name of a little-known superpower that graces the Sundarbans forests. The story goes that Allah chose Bonbibi to

protect people who work in the Sundarbans forests against a greedy shape-shifting and man-eating tiger-demon, Dokkhin Rai.

Dokkhin Rai, “King of the South,” was originally a Brahmin sage who lived in the forest. 2 Through his ascetic powers, the sage could

magically transform himself into anything. One day, in a fit of greed, he decided to feed on humans. For this, he shape-shifted into a

tiger.

Dokkhin Rai’s greed increased and soon the sage-turned-tiger-demon refused to share any of the forest resources with humans. He also

started legitimising killing them by calling it a 'tax', one humans had to pay with their lives for the products they took from what he
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had started to consider his jungle. Soon his arrogance and greed knew no bounds and he proclaimed himself lord and master of the

Sundarbans mangrove and of all the beings that inhabited it: the 370 million spirits, demons, god-lings, spirits, and tigers. With time,

he became a demon who preyed on humans. Tigers and spirits became the chosen subjects of Dokkhin Rai, and emboldened by him,

likewise started to terrorise humans and feed on them. The trust that had existed between tigers and humans had been broken.

The story goes that Allah chose Bonbibi, the “woman of the forest”, to protect people who work in the Sundarbans

forests against a greedy shape-shifting man-eating tiger-demon, Dokkhin Rai.

But Allah, on noticing the frightening deterioration in relations between tigers and humans, decided to act. In his compassion for the

people of the “land of the eighteen tides” (athero bhatir desh, another name for the Sundarbans), he decided to put a stop to Dokkhin

Rai’s reign of terror and insatiable greed. He chose for this task Bonbibi, a young girl who lived in the forest.

Bonbibi’s human birth-father, Ibrahim, had abandoned his wife Gulalbibi in a forest, believing she could not become pregnant. What he

did not know was that she was already pregnant, with twins. The animals looked after Gulalbibi and she gave birth to her twins in the

forest. As she thought she did not have enough to provide for both children, she kept only her son, Shah Jongoli. A passing deer took

pity on Bonbibi, the baby girl, and became her surrogate mother.

One day, while she was still a teenager, Bonbibi heard Allah bidding her to free the Sundarbans from the exploitation of the Brahmin

man-eating sage who took the form of a demon tiger and called himself the King of the South. At the same time, Ibrahim returned to

the forest to find his wife. As her mother, brother, and father prepared to leave the forest, Bonbibi called out to her brother and told

him about her urgent task: to go to Medina to seek Fatima’s blessing, then to Mecca to collect some holy earth, and then to travel to

the Land of the Eighteen Tides to free it from the demon tiger. Her brother Shah Jongoli decided to accompany her. Together they left

for Mecca and Medina.

One day, while she was still a teenager, Bonbibi heard Allah bidding her to free the Sundarbans from the

exploitation of the Brahmin man-eating sage who took the form of a demon tiger...

Armed with holy earth and Fatima’s blessings, the siblings arrived in the Sundarbans. There they called out Allah’s name and mixed

the holy earth of Mecca with the earth of the Sundarbans. When Dokkhin Rai heard their call for prayer he resented their intrusion

and decided to drive them away. But Dokkhin Rai’s mother, Narayani, appeared. Insisting that it was better for a woman to be fought

by another woman, Narayani wrestled Bonbibi.
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As Narayani began to lose the fight, she called Bonbibi a “friend” ( shoi). Bonbibi, gratified by the appellation, accepted

Narayani’s 'friendship' and they stopped warring. She then declared that Dokkhin Rai should stay within the realm of the forested

islands further south and not venture into the northern parts of the forest where humans came to fish and collect honey.

Young Dukhe’s Tale

The myth of Bonbibi is always followed by Dukhe’s tale.3 Dukhe (literally “sadness”) was a young boy who lived with his widowed

mother, making a living by grazing other peoples’ animals. One day, his village uncle lured him into joining his team to work in the

forest as a honey collector. Dukhe’s mother did not want him to go but finally relented, telling him to call out to Ma Bonbibi should

he encounter a threat.

The team left for the forest but could not locate any beehives. Dokkhin Rai then appeared to the uncle, whose name was Dhona (from

dhon, which means “wealth”), and promised him seven boats full of honey and wax if he could have Dukhe in return. After some

hesitation, the uncle left Dukhe on the banks of Kedokhali island and sailed off.

The myth of Bonbibi is always followed by Dukhe’s tale. Dukhe (literally “sadness”) was a young boy who lived

with his widowed mother, making a living by grazing other peoples’ animals.

Just as Dukhe was about to be devoured by Dokkhin Rai, he remembered his mother’s advice and called out to Ma Bonbibi. Bonbibi

instantly rescued him and sent her brother Shah Jongoli to teach Dokkhin Rai, who had strayed outside his realm, a lesson. Fearing for

his life, Dokkhin Rai ran to his friend, the Ghazi. Ghazi, a pir – an Islamic saint –  suggested that Dokkhin Rai ask forgiveness from

Bonbibi by calling her “mother.” He then took him to Bonbibi and pleaded on Dokkhin Rai’s behalf. Bonbibi, heeding the Ghazi’s

intervention, received Dokkhin Rai’s apology and accepted him as her “son.”

However, Dokkhin Rai began to argue that if humans were given free rein, there would soon be no forest left. So, to be fair and to

ensure that Dokkhin Rai and his retinue of tigers and spirits would stop being a threat to humans, and that humans would likewise stop

being a threat to nonhumans (that is, wild animals, plants, and spirits) by chopping down their forest, Bonbibi elicited promises from

Dukhe and Dokkhin Rai that they would treat each other as “brothers.”

Dokkhin Rai began to argue that if humans were given free rein, there would soon be no forest left.
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She did this by forcing Dokkhin Rai and the Ghazi to part with some of their wood and gold respectively and by making Dukhe

promise that he and his kind heed the injunction that they are to enter the forest only with a pobitro mon (pure heart) and khali hate

(empty handed). She then sent Dukhe back to the village a rich man, riding on her pet crocodile Kalu, so that he no longer had to

work in the forest.

Pure hearts and empty hands

Following this retelling of Dukhe’s story, the islanders of the Sundarbans often explain that they identify with Dukhe, whose unfailing

belief in Ma Bonbibi saved him, and that they consider the forest to be only for those who have no intention of taking more than what

they need to survive. There is no place for those who enter with “greed in their hearts” or “firearms in their hands,” they insist. This is

the “agreement” between nonhumans and humans that permits them both to depend on the forest and yet also respect the other’s needs.

The “pure heart” means that they have to enter the forest without any greedy or violent disposition, and the “empty hands” means they

must enter the forest without firearms, and only if they do not possess riches or their own land. It is only if humans honour their part

of the agreement and leave the forest and its resources to those who are dispossessed that tigers will respect their part of this

agreement worked out by Ma Bonbibi, the islanders patiently explained to me.

[T]he islanders of the Sundarbans often elucidate that they identify with Dukhe, whose unfailing belief in Ma

Bonbibi saved him, and that they consider the forest to be only for those who have no intention of taking more

than what they need to survive...

Bonbibi’s story is not very old. The Bonbibi Johuranamah, the booklet that narrates her story, was written by a little-known author

called Munshi Mohammed Khater Saheb towards the end of the 19th century.4 Although in Bengali, it is written from back to front to

emulate the way the Arabic script appears. The story between the Ghazi and Dokkhin Rai is older and more famous. This appearance

of the two in this story recalls a version of an epic poem called Ray-Mangal composed by Krishnaram Das in 1686 (it predates that of

Bonbibi by at least a couple of hundred years). The historian Richard Eaton believes that this story is a “personified memory of the

penetration of these same forests by Muslim pioneers”5 that is, Sufi holy men, and that, at its inception in Bengal, Islam was seen

more as a technique which could work magic, enabling Sufi leaders to control tigers and evil spirits.

Today, the power of these beings who “protect” the forest, whether the Ghazi, Bonbibi, or Dokkhin Rai, are usually represented

together by little earthen mounds or as decorated human figures. The earlier shrines had been only earthen mounds, but over time

Hindus started making representations of Bonbibi, Shah Jongoli, Dukhe, and the Ghazi to include in their shrines.  Shrines dedicated to

Ma Bonbibi always include earthen mounds; the representational figures, however, are optional. Though Hindus talk about “worshiping”
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