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many wild and unforgiving
places in the approximately
65 countries I’ve traveled,
most are fairly safe when
approached with good judg-
ment and aforethought. The
Sundarbans is not one of
those places.  Few jungles are
this dangerous.

The natives here rub shoul-
ders with mortality on a daily
basis.  And so before ventur-
ing into the labyrinth water-
ways, one should acquire a
guide, which in my case was a
government employee with a
powerful FN-FAL rifle to

ward off man and beast.
Competent, local guides are
always your best insurance,
and if I had a choice of any
rifle in the world to bring
here, the FN-FAL would be
high on the list.  And so those
boxes were checked.

Within about a week previ-
ous to my arrival, eight peo-
ple had been killed and more
than a dozen wounded in per-
sonal combat with tigers.
Nobody knows why the
tigers kill so many people
here.  None of the eight peo-
ple recently killed were eaten.
The tigers often devour their
prey, but sometimes they just
murder, and of course there is

always a market for tiger
parts.  It’s a bloody mess.

Add to that the giant saltwa-
ter crocodiles, sharks, incred-
ibly venomous snakes, mos-
quitoes and so on and so
forth, and the Sundarbans is a
mysterious place that remains
off of the backpacker beat.
I’ve wanted to come here for
years but was rudely inter-
rupted by wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan.

The vast jungle and mangrove
swamps cover about 10,000
square kilometers.  Many
sights and smells can nearly
mirror places in Florida, and
so at times it felt like home
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“The Sundarbans lies in the
massive delta between India
and Bangladesh. This is one of
the most beautiful but most
dangerous places in the world,
a place of tigers and crocodiles
and dangerous seas and canals.
Mamata is just one of about
3,000 ‘tiger widows’ in the
Sundarbans.”

When a man says, “It’s a jun-
gle out there,” he means, “It’s
the Sundarbans.” Among the

Above, the haunting, unsmiling eyes of a villager who had been
attacked and nearly killed by a Bengal Tiger
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the most toxic juices, or the
most dangerous bites, but the
ones who actually fill the
most graves.

The deadly Krait likes to
come inside homes where it
often slithers in bed with peo-
ple.  Its bite is so painless that
many victims do not realize
they have been envenomated.
Some Indians believe the
Krait just licks people.
Victims are found dead in
their beds, or wake up and
die.

Cobras are not much better;
they also like to move into
people’s homes to chase rats.
Getting bitten by a cobra is
like being blasted by a shot-
gun.  There was once a prac-
tice of putting cobra venom
inside musket balls and
arrowheads, though I have no
idea if this still occurs.

In India alone, it is believed
that snakes kill up to 50,000
people per year.

The lure of the Sundarbans is
strong.  Moreover, this gener-
al area of the world is increas-
ingly important to the
United States and so it’s good
to understand something of
the neighborhood.
Bangladesh was formerly
known as East Pakistan.  It’s
about 90% Muslim and the
balance mostly Hindu.
Bangladesh is a young coun-
try in the old world with his-
tory as complex as the man-
groves.  In 1971, East
Pakistan split from West
Pakistan (our current
headache for Afghanistan,
etc.), and East Pakistan
became Bangladesh.  The
divorce was bloody and
Bangladeshis have little love
for current-day Pakistan.

We have military cooperation
with Bangladesh.  As an
American I was well received
and felt welcome.  Our
Special Forces have worked
with the Bangladeshi mili-
tary.  Though Bangladesh is
one of the poorest countries
on Earth—and is ravaged
every year with floods that
would be significant histori-
cal events in the United
States—the people seem
remarkably happy and were
extraordinarily friendly with-
out the commensurate rip-
offs that one finds in north
and central India, and to a
lesser degree in Sri Lanka, and
far lesser still in nearby
Nepal.
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Some people believe that rad-
ical elements wish to impose
a Taliban-esque state onto
Bangladesh, making it an
even more interesting place
to become familiar with,
though compared with places
like Afghanistan, terrorism is
negligible and the greater
threats for a man on journey
are from common sources,
such as mosquitoes, bad
water, and the same sort of
crime that can be found in
Mexico or Los Angeles.

Bangladesh is the most
crowded country on Earth.
The lowland bordering the
Bay of Bengal makes it acute-
ly vulnerable to tsunami.
Much of the country is so
low that a minor sloshing
from the sea can be cata-
strophic.  The earthquake
threat is of cataclysmic pro-
portion.  Powerful shifting
can change the course of the
major rivers and erase huge
numbers of people in a single
moonless night, sweeping
them wholesale through the
darkness toward the Bay of
Bengal.

And so there we were.  Deep,
deep in the Sundarbans on a
boat.  We got out occasional-
ly and found in dried mud the
tracks of a tiger cub and
momma.  For every tiger
print there were hundreds of
deer prints.  Monkeys and
spotted deer were a common
sight.  Monkeys more so than
the deer.  Locals say the mon-
keys and deer cooperate and
warn each other of tigers.

The crocodiles can be huge,
and I’ve heard stories from
the India side of people sacri-
ficing babies to crocodiles,
though I doubt the Indian
authorities would permit that
these days.  Various human
sacrifice is still a problem in
India but authorities seem to
be making progress tamping
it down.  There are frequent
credible stories, such as that
in Bangladesh of the bricklay-
er whose head was burned in
a kiln after a fortune teller
said the sacrifice would red-
den the bricks, and therefore
fetch a higher price.  Some
Bangladeshis believe that sac-
rificing human heads will
strengthen bridges.  It is
unlikely that the vast majori-
ty of these events are report-
ed.

This week yet another report
of a cannibal monkey man in
India:
“The Mumbai police have rub-
bished rumors doing rounds at

several suburban pockets in the
city where people are living in
fear of a gang or a ‘monkey
man’ that is kidnapping chil-
dren and raping women before
consuming them.”

Some Indians believe the
monkey men smear them-
selves with grease, such as the
“grease devils” in nearby Sri
Lanka, who slippery them-
selves up to avoid being
caught.  Grease devils and
rumors of grease devils have
led to considerable violence
when the gossip causes panic.
Strange social panic attacks
based on fact, fiction, or
both, unfold so frequently in
South Asia that I cannot keep
track.

Along for security was the
man with the clean rifle.  The
FN-FAL was smooth from
wear and he kept it at my
feet.  I asked if it was loaded,
and he pulled out the maga-
zine and ejected a cartridge
and handed it to me, saying
he had twenty.  He handled
the rifle safely at all times.
He wasn’t just some guy to
whom they issued a brown
uniform and powerful mili-
tary weapon.  He was accus-
tomed to holding the rifle.
Maybe he had been a soldier.

He didn’t need 20 bullets for
a tiger.  One or two from that
powerful rifle would take
care of anything a cat could
do.  He said that if you fire
one shot into the air, the tiger
bolts.

But there are pirates and
poachers.  There are even
boats with prostitutes in
some areas.  Human smug-
glers are said to kidnap or
buy children from various
countries, and they live in the
wilds and on boats in the
Sundarbans.  Global human
trafficking is immense and
complex.  My grandmother
used to warn that gypsies
would kidnap children.
Interestingly, up near Dhaka,
the capital, I went to a river
gypsy village.  The men had
no problem with my photo-
graphing everyone, including
the children, but there was
one young girl they did not
want photographed, which
during the melee of gypsy
kids, I photographed anyway.

I don’t know what the going
price for kids is, but some
tigers are said to go for up to
$70,000.  A tiger might as
well be on the FBI’s Top Ten
to command such a bounty.
Every villager from here to

Chitwan knows that one
tiger is worth more than his
entire family will ever make
in a lifetime, but children are
far easier to find and market.

During honey-collecting sea-
son, villagers leave the boats
and push deeper onto land,
and the tigers hang out by the
bees and kill the honey col-
lectors.  The Royal Bengal
Tigers attack the neck from
behind, so the honey collec-
tors wear masks facing back-
wards to confuse the tigers.
They say the tigers have
caught onto that trick.  Tigers
will swim out to small boats
to take fishermen at night.

On the second day, I asked
Mr. Rifle to take us to a vil-
lage where a man had recent-
ly been attacked.

The villagers were Hindus
and had never met an
American.  My photographs
did not always catch them
smiling despite that the peo-
ple seemed very happy for the
guest.

Mr. Tiger never smiled.  He
was stiff from the attack and
had difficulty turning his
head.  Sometimes the tigers
come into the huts at night
but if a tiger holes up in a hut,
the villagers are apt to sur-
round the hut with fishing
nets and trap it.

When the cyclones come, vil-
lagers must escape to cyclone
shelters or risk being washed
away.  It’s nothing for a
cyclone to sweep up from the
Bay of Bengal and kill thou-
sands of people.

Powerful storms in the Bay of
Bengal can gather quickly.
With little warning, unfavor-
able geography and weak
preparations, the people are
smashed with world-class
hurricanes.  The 1970 Bhola
cyclone killed up to 500,000
people and was one of the
worst natural disasters
known to man.  For every
human lost in Hurricane
Katrina, approximately 250
were lost in Bhola.

The only things this place is
missing are man-eating plants
and an angry volcano.  If a
man can live here and not
pray to God, he’s a true athe-
ist.  The Sundarbans is a per-
fect breeding ground for
extreme superstition.
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