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Glossary

Agnihotra: the sacrificial fire.

Air: type of fish of the pimelodus species, scientific name, Macrones aor.

Amaltas: cassia.

Asan: type of tree, scientific name, Terminalia tomentosa.

Babul: type of tree, scientific name, Acacia arabica.

Baccha: type of fish of the pimelodus species, scientific name, Pseudoutropicus garua.
Bagair: type of fish of the pimelodus species.

Bain: an eel-shaped fish found in tanks, muddy rivers and sluggish streams, scientific name,
Mastercembelus armatus.

Bakshis: rewards mostly in form of money.

Banderkula: type of tree.

Bandh: water reservoir.

Bagh: tiger in Hindi.

Banker: forest tolls.

Bans: bamboo.

Barasingha: marsh deer, scientific name, Rucervus duvaucelii.

Barind: Varendra tract is the largest Pleistocene era physiographic unit in Bangladesh and the
Bengal basin. Total area is of approximately7770 sq.km. of mostly old alluvium.

Bat: banyan tree, scientific name, Ficus indica.

Batashi: type of fish.

Beckti: type of fish, scientific name, Latis calcarafer.

Bel: type of tree, scientific name, Arge marmalos.

Bheda: type of fish, scientific name, Ornandus marmoratus.

Ber: Indian plum.

Bhoot: ghost who took up residence in peepal trees.

Bil: wide marshes.

Boal: a fresh water shark, scientific name, Wallago attu.

Bora: Indian python.

Bummalo: Bombay duck.

Chaitra: in the standard Hindu calendar and the national civil calendar of India, Chaitra is the
first month of the year. It is the last month in the Bengali calendar, where it is called Choitro.
Chaitya: a Buddhist shrine or prayer hall with a stupa at one end.

Chalta: elephant apple, scientific name, Dillenia indica.

Champak: type of tree, scientific name, Magnolia champaka.

Chanda: fish of carp variety.

Chaplas: type of tree, scientific name, Artocarpus chaplaslia.

Chars or churs: sand banks.

Chaulumgra: jangly almond tree, scientific name, hydnocarpus kurzii.

Checkarishi: also called Chittagong wood or mahagony, scientific name, Chikrassia tabularis.
Chela: fish of carp variety.

Cheng: type of fish, scientific name,



Chickrassi: type of tree, scientific name,

Chilaumi: type of tree, scientific name,

Chiliva: type of fish, scientific name, Aspidoparia morar.

Chincha: tamarind.

Chingri: type of crustacean, prawn.

Chars or churs: accretions.

Chital: type of deer.

Chital: type of fish, scientific name, Notepterous chilata.

Cinchona: quinine yielding plant, grown in plantations in the lower hills of Bengal in the
colonial period.

Churails: ghost of wayward women.

Com: type of tree, scientific name,

Date-palms: type of tree, scientific name, Phoenix acaulis.

Deodar: type of tree, scientific name, Cedrus deodara.

Dhan: type of tree, scientific name, Anogeissus latifolia.

Dhanesh: hornbill.

Duars or Dooars: the floodplains and foothills of the Eastern Himalayas. It is synonymous
with the term Terai used in North India and Nepal.

Hangar: shark.

Gadis: seat or mattress.

Gajal: type of fish.

Gals: type of tree.

Galda chingri: cray fish.

Gambhar: type of tree, scientific name, Gmelina arborea.

Gaur: Indian bison.

Gayal, Gourighai or Mithun: wild cattle, scientific name, Bos frontalis.

Gazari: bustard sal.

Geoa: type of tree found in the Sundarbans, scientific name, Exeoecaria agallocha.
Geonch: type of fish, scientific name, Bagarius yarrelli.

Gharial: gavialis or long-snouted, fish-eating crocodile, scientific name, Crocodilus
gangeticus.

Gharua: type of fish.

Goddess Kali: dark goddess, some opine that its origin is pre- Aryan, especially worshipped
in Bengal.

Gopika: consort of the Krishna, a Hindu God.

Gorai: type of fish, scientific name,

Gua: type of palm, scientific name, Areca catechu.

Guisap: common monitor.

Gurjan: type of tree, scientific name, Dipterocarpus turbinatus.

Guttia: type of tree, scientific name, Ceripps Rexburghiana.

Haat: weekly village market.

Hogla: type of plant, scientific name, Typha eliphantina.

Hukum: to give order in Hindi.



Howdah: canopy on top of elephants, in which the native rulers travelled or went on hunting
expeditions, later adopted by the European glitterati too.

Hungahs: tigers beaten out to open ground by natives by beating of drums and shouting to
facilitate the hunting of the same by the white shikari.

Ilisha or hilsa: type of fish which comes to rivers from the sea to lay eggs, scientific name,
Clupanadon hilisha..

Jam or Jamun: Indian blackberry, scientific name, Euginea jambolana.

Jarul: type of tree, scientific name, Lagerstroema flos-reginae.

Jheels: pool, marsh or lake in Urdu.

Jiyal: type of tree, scientific name, Odina wodier.

Jungle: tropical forest, used in the sense of a chaotic, uncivilised primeval forest of India.
Jungleterry region: Jangal terai in Hindi — a countryside stretching from Birbhum,
Murshidabad to Monger and Bhagalpur in Bihar.

Jungly: uncivilised, uncouth.

Kai: the climbing perch, scientific name, Anabas scandens.

Kainjal: type of tree, scientific name, Terminalia paniculata.

Kalbans: type of fish, scientific name, Labeo calbani.

Kamdels: type of tree.

Kankra: crab.

Kanthal: jack, scientific name, Artocarpus integrifolia.

Karama tree: sal tree, scientific name, Shorea robusta.

Katla: type of fish of the carp family, scientific name, Catla buchanani.

Kend: type of tree, scientific name, Diospyros melanoxylon.

Kesara: red kamlaa tree or Indian rose, scientific name, Mallotus philippensis.
Khabbar: information.

Khagra: reeds.

Khair: type of tree, scientific name, Senegelia catechu.

Khal: water channel.

Khalisha: type of fish.

Kharis: old river beds that sometimes carried water.

Khaskhas: a plant with odorous roots.

Kheddah: an operation to catch elephants.

Khejur: date palm, scientific name, Phoenix dactylifera

Khoska: type of fish, scientific name, Trichogaster fasciatus.

Khubber: news.

Kolis: tribe of Maharashtra.

Koonkies: domesticated elephants specially trained to capture, tame and manage wild
elephants.

Kumbhir or Mugger: marsh crocodile, scientific name, Crocodilus palustris.

Kuruj pat: species of cane, scientific name, Licuala peltata.

Kusum: type of tree, scientific name, Schleiohera trijuga.

Lakuch: wild jack, scientific name, Artocarpus hirsutus.

Latkan: love birds.

Lodhas: tribes who reside in the Midnapore district of West Bengal.

Vi



Machans: platforms made of bamboo or branches on trees to sit and keep watch over animals
during hunting or shikar.

Magar: blunt nose crocodile, scientific name, Crocodilus palustris.

Magur: type of fish, scientific name, Clarius magur.

Mahanim or Panya: type of tree, scientific name, Melia azadirachta.

Mahua or mowha: type of tree, scientific name, Bassia latifolia.

Mahseer: type of fish, scientific name, Barbus tos.

Malagiri: type of plant, scientific name, Cinnamomum glanduliferum.

Mandar: a thorny tree, scientific name, Erythina indica.

Mast: Urdu word which means a periodic state of heightened sexual activity and aggression
in adult male elephants, characterized by the discharge of secretions from glands near the
eyes and the continuous dribbling of urine.

Mathura: a type of black pheasant.

Memsahib: The European lady, in native parlance.

Mirgal: fish of carp variety, scientific name, Cirrhina mrigala.

Moonje: type of grass that grew in Lower Bengal.

Mrigaya: leisure hunting in ancient India.

Munijias: the spirit of Brahmin youths who died before marriage.

Mychitkha: peepal tree, scientific name, Ficus religiosa.

Nageswar: type of tree, scientific name, Mesua ferrea.

Narikel: coconut palm, scientific name, Cocos nucifera.

Nim or neem: type of tree, scientific name, Melia azadirachta.

Nul Bhadi: type of reed.

Nunia: type of tree, scientific name, Aegliatis retundifelia.

Pad: a large, stuffed bag strapped to the elephants back for cushioning.

Pafta or pabda: type of fish, scientific name, Callichrus pabda.

Panchayajna: the five sacrifices of: Deva yajna or worship of Gods, the Pitr yajna or worship
of one’s forefathers, the Manushya yajna or worship of fellow humans, the Bhuta yajna or
worship of other beings and the Brahma yajna or the worship of knowledge.

Pangash: type of fish of the pimelodus species.

Pakar or pakur: type of tree, scientific name,

Palas: type of tree, scientific name, Butea frondosa.

Parah: hog deer.

Parav: festival in Hindi.

Pardhis: tribe of Madhya Pradesh i,e, the Central Provinces in colonial India.

Phauns: slip knot.

Piar: type of tree, scientific name, Buchanania latifolia.

Pichumanda: the neem tree or margosa in Sanskrit.

Pitlaraj: type of tree, scientific name, Amoora sobituxa.

Pipal or peepal or aswatha: sacred fig tree, scientific name, Ficus religiosa.

Pitraj or Rana: type of tree, scientific name, Amura rohituka.

Pret: Indian poltergeist.

Puli: fish of carp variety.

Rarh: land of lateritic clay, found in western Bengal.
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Rogue: scoundrel. Here a destructive animal.

Rohu: type of fish of the carp family, scientific name, Labeo rohita.

Rita: type of fish of the pimelodus species.

Rupchanda or Harchanda: types of pomfret.

Sahib: the European gentlemen in native parlance.

Sail: type of fish.

Sal: type of tree, scientific name, shorea robusta.

Salagrama: Vishnu, a Hindu God.

Sambhar or Sambhur: type of deer, scientific name, Cervus unicolor.

Sanku: sting ray.

Sar: a variety of reed.

Shikar: hunting.

Shikaree or shikari: in Hindi the term means hunter. But usually used for native hunters in
colonial India.

Shol: type of fish, scientific name, Ophiocephalus striatus.

Shola: an aquatic plant which grow wildly in wetlands, scientific name, Aeschynomene
aspera L.

Sisso: type of tree, scientific name, Dalbergia sisoo.

Simul: red cotton tree, scientific name, Bombax malabaricum.

Singi: type of fish of the silurus species.

Suiral: type of tree.

Sundari: type of tree found in the Sundarbans, scientific name, Heritiera minor.
Sunn: coarse thatching grass, scientific name, Saccharum cylyndricum.
Surajbed: type of tree, the local name for tun, scientific name, Cedrela toona.
Susuk: Gangetic porpoise.

Tentul: tamarind, scientific name, Tamarindus indica.

Tangra: type of fish of the pimelodus species, scientific name, Macrones corsula.
Tal: the toddy palm, scientific name, Borassno flabilli formis.

Tali: sisoo tree or Indian rosewood.

Tanr: rocky, barren and infertile land.

Thana: police station.

Teak: type of tree, scientific name, Tectona grandis.

Tepa: type of fish, scientific name, Tetradon patoka.

Terai: a strip of undulating marshland of clay soil, lying parallel to the Himalayas and
stretches from the river Yamuna in the west to the river Brahmaputra in the east.
Tonga: horse drawn carriages.

Tulasi: holy basilicum, worshipped by the Hindus.

Zamindar: landlord.

Zamindari: estate of the landlord.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

“The British colonization of India was incomplete without the pacification of the
jungle,”! so the English took up the project of pacifying this site which personified
disorder on the one hand and posed a serious challenge to authority on the other, it was
imperative that this site be penetrated, controlled, commanded and integrated with the
rest of the British dominions in India. The wild was perhaps the ‘last frontier’which
needed to be incorporated within British India because without penetrating this site with
force and controlling it with legislations, the task of exerting mastery over India would
remain largely incomplete. However the study of the wild had been a largely neglected
aspect of Indian history before the 1980s and it entered into the realm of serious
scholarship only from the 1990s as Environmental History as a different historical genre
began to be accepted by scholars. The worldwide concern for the Environment made
scholars delve deeper into the subject and search for the causes which had brought the
world to the brink of disaster. In India, scholars and activists embarked on a mission to
locate the causes of the spiralling environmental crisis and this led to a surge of writing
on issues of the environment in which the subject of the country’s forests and wild life
predominated.

A BRIEF HISTORIOGRAPHY

The world woke up to the reality of an impending crisis when Rachel Carson
wrote the Silent Spring,? a book which essentially dealt with the disastrous effect of the
use of D.D.T, a chemical, used to eliminate pests but which resulted in the decimation of
wildlife to such an extent that by the sixties spring came to the U.S.A. without the beauty
of bird song. Probably no other book on the environment had such an impact on the
consciousness of man as this, it helped in establishing a cardinal truth that ‘in nature
nothing exists alone’ as ‘there is an intimate relationship between plants and this earth,
between plants and other plants, between plants and animals’ and that nature was in sum,
‘an intricate web of life whose interwoven strands lead from microbes to man.” This
interconnectedness of life called for a modest, gentle and cautious attitude towards nature,
rather than the arrogant, aggressive and intrepid route taken by synthetic chemistry and
its products. Otherwise the web of life could very easily become the web of death.® The
Silent Spring had a dramatic impact on public opinion, scientific research and state policy
in the United States and the world over. There was a worldwide concern for the
environment as human intervention had silenced the voices of nature throughout the
world. In the American context this book can best be compared to the monumental work
of George Perkins Marsh’s Man and Nature and in terms of its impact on scientists and
the public at large the effect of the two was also comparable.* Environmental history



emerged from the concern for the environment and though it faced an uphill task of being
acknowledged as a separate sub-discipline of history, it benefitted from the shift in
history writing where the alternative voices in history strived to accommodate new
approaches to history writing. The initial suspicion of main stream historians underwent a
gradual change and the sub-field has now been accepted and acknowledged not only by
historians but also by scholars of other disciplines.

Clarence Glacken’s Traces on the Rhodian Shore published in 1967 was a
landmark in the study of environmental history. This book spun off a series of studies on
global environmentalism. Keith Thomas’s Man and the Natural World published in 1984,
tried to fill in the gaps left by Glacken in the context of English environmental history.
Another milestone was reached with the publication of Alfred W.Crosby’s Ecological
Imperialism in 1986 which was an enlargement of his previous work of 1972, the
Columbian Exchange, and it focused on the effects of the introduction of crops and
diseases by Europeans to the settler colonies and the West Indies.> However the seeds of
environmental history were sown by the Annales School in the 1970s. These scholars
inherited from Emile Durkheim the notion that the individual could only be
comprehended within his social context. This total history was one which sought the
synthesis of all the material, physical and mental forces that shaped the life of men in the
past. Thus, to the scholars of the Annales School, the environment among other things
appeared to be an important consideration in understanding the structures of the past. The
Annales historians however did not consider themselves as environmental historians;
nevertheless they served as a great inspiration to the environmental historians of the
future.®

In South Asia, environmental history started to appear from the 1980s. The works
of Robert K. Winters, Richard Tucker and John Richards’ can be taken to spearhead the
beginning of environmental history in the context of South Asia. The 1980s also saw a
greater politicization of the issues of the environment, subjects regarding forests and
ecology now became subjects of passionate debates and discussions and historians could
no longer remain aloof from this exercise. Scholars from the Duke University, under the
aegis of the Duke Ecological History took up issues of the history of deforestation
especially in the tropics and the ensuing ecological transformation of India and the whole
of South-east Asia in 1880-1980.2 John Mackenzie came up with his the Empire of
Nature® which dwelt at length on issues of hunting, natural history and conservationism.
Richard Grove in his Green Imperialism!® argues that in the colonial period the
intervention in the wild was basically aimed at protection of the forests and nature.
Therefore it was desiccationism that promoted the idea of forest conservancy in India and
the rest of the colonies.!! Ramchandra Guha in his books and articles differs with the
contention of Grove. He argues that in the pre-colonial period the interest of the
customary users of the forests were not jeopardized by state intervention as was the case
in the colonial period and it was only with the objective of resource use that the colonial



state intervened in the forests of India. It was basically the acquisitive tendency of the
imperialist power, which was driven by capitalistic compulsions that was instrumental in
paving the colonial forest policy.*> Madhav Gadgil, shared the contention of Guha.
Mahesh Rangarajan takes a middle course and opines that the desiccationist fears was
only partly responsible for influencing the colonial forest policy® and Ajay Skaria was of
the opinion that desiccationist discourse was used by the imperial power to extend its
domination over the forests.!* Ranjan Chakrabarti sees the problem as essentially an
integral part of a broader strategy of power which was geared primarily to ensure the
domination of the Indian colony by its white rulers. The Indian jungles were the last
frontier that needed to be penetrated and controlled and the forest acts were essentially
made to achieve the same. The claims of the colonial state were legitimized and those of
the indigenous people made illegitimate. After having destroyed both the rich timber
reserves and the animal wealth of the country the white rulers turned into self-styled
protectors and conservationists.’® Valmik Thapar contends that the coming of the white
rulers did wreck havoc on India’s wildlife but he applauds the endeavour of the few great
men who founded the Bombay Natural History Society in voicing the first concerns about
vanishing species and their genuine efforts to influence the colonial government to
undertake measures to save wildlife.!® There are the other voices, raised by people like
Vandana Shiva who opines that since the British interest in forests was exclusively for
commercial timber their approach was a one dimensional, masculinist science of
forestry.!” K. Sivaramakrishnan has argued in his Modern Forests: Statemaking and
Environmental Change in Colonial Eastern India that the colonial state by establishing
regimes of control and compiling bodies of standard expertise would enable the
transitions of forests perceived largely as wild place, into managed forests that were duly
incorporated into regimes of production. By the 1860s India was well integrated into the
empire and reservation was the dominant mode of control over forest lands and revenues.
By 1905 the total forest area under reservation was 6000 square miles.*®The debate and
discussions on the forests and wildlife continues and this work aims to take the legacy
forward.

FROM JUNGLE TO FOREST: THE TRANSFORMATION OF WILD BENGAL

The untamed wilderness of Hindostan® was a site which needed to be ordered
and integrated within the Empire, as a chaotic domain could not be permitted to exist in
British India. The vast unclaimed tracts and the jungles per se were ‘savage’?° and even
those woodlands which were kept as reserves defied the notions of order, hence the
imperial power took it upon themselves to transform the jungles of India into ‘forests’ —



ordered entities which conformed to the standards of ‘forests’ that existed back ‘home’.
J.S. Gamble commented in 1826, “Forestry in India was a comparatively modern
institution. In former times, considerable areas were scrupulously protected but the
forests were kept as game reserves for the pleasure of princes and great nobles. The idea
of conserving forests in order to maintainan uninterrupted supply of forest produce useful
and even necessary for the people — the idea of maintaining a proportion of the country
under forests on account of the indirect benefits conferred on the empire at large by the
very existence of forests was never thought of by previous governments. The period
however has passed away; and the necessity for maintenance and conservative treatment
of forests, as a mainstay of agriculture, is now almost universally recognized, while forest
conservancy is regarded as a state subject.”?! By 1818 the task of carving out an Indian
empire was nearly complete so, now the colonial state turned its attention to the
conquering and controlling of India’ s woodlands and thus began a new chapter in the
history of Wild India. In its endeavour to convert the woodlands into ‘managed’?
landscapes the colonial state conjured up the regime of soil and tree manipulation and
initiated a regime of intense man-animal conflict. The intervention was primarily
intended to maximize resource use and thus increase profit. Rational forest management
was emerging as a trend worldwide and the colonial state followed this trend as it
facilitated maximization of resources and thus paved the way for the sole exploitation of
the same. The introduction of modern forestry in India was thus primarily aimed at
serving the interest of the ‘self’. The intervention in woodland Bengal too, needs to be
assessed in the light of this quest to exploit and exert sole claim on the rich and varied
treasures that India’s woodlands could boast of. The appointment of Dr. T. Anderson,
Superintendent of the Royal Botanical Garden, Calcutta, as the first Conservator of
Forests in Bengal in August 1864, marked the formal beginning of forest conservancy in
Bengal. To demonstrate the colonial state as legitimate it became imperative to introduce
a system of direct supervision and stricter surveillance of both the settled and the wild
landscape. The colonial dominions needed to be enclosed like a prison? where everything
needed to be monitored and watched. Forest conservancy in Bengal as in the rest of
colonial India needs to be assessed from this perspective. The woodlands needed to be
enclosed so as to assert sole and absolute control over them.

Scientific forest management was introduced in Bengal to transform the lawless
jungles, into well ordered and disciplined sites as that would facilitate the right of
intervention, manipulation and the freedom of resource use but this at times changed the
nature of the forests, as trees which were not valued as timber were substituted by timber
worthy varieties, thereby disrupting the whole ecological balance of the region.
Sylviculture was an integral part of forest management but it involved interference with
the natural vegetation of a region. For example the second half of the nineteenth century
saw the introduction of species with a greater economic potential. The basic objective of
the colonial state was that the forest must be composed only of marketable species?* and



to achieve that trees like the Pithecolobium Saman a native of Peru also known as the
“rain tree” for inducing local showers as well as important for firewood?® was sought to
be introduced in Lower Bengal. It has been shown by K. Sivaramakrishnan how sal
(shorea robusta) came to be introduced over a vast area of colonial India stretching from
the eastern end of Assam to the western most foothills of the Himalayas; from the lower
reaches of Nepal and the Sikkim montane regions to the upper elevations of the Gangetic
valley; and all over the undulating landscape of the Chottanagpur plateau, extending into
the Central Indian plateau region.?® Sal plantations came up in the Kurseong Terai with
the largest plantation being at Bamanpokhri and the other important sal producing blocks
were Dalka jhar, the Sivoke forest and the Marjha forest. 2 Sal grew best in the Tista and
the Rangit valleys?® and teak plantations were introduced in the valleys of the Bengal
Terai and in Chittagong in as early as 1868,%° thus replacing existing flora with
commercially valuable species. Moreover the extension of agriculture resulted in the
clearance of the existing natural vegetation and this was bound to affect the ecology of
the place. Cinchona and tea plantations came up in the Darjeeling Himalayas and tea was
also successfully grown in the Duars, the natural fall out of this was not only destruction
of the existing flora but also loss of habitat for the wild animals of this place. The
clearing of the moonje grasslands in Lower Bengal, to extend agriculture, resulted in the
loss of habitat of the ubiquitious Royal Bengal tiger, forced out of its abode; it
transgressed into the domain of man thus intensifying the the man-tiger conflict. The tiger
was not the only animal to be hounded out of its natural abode; most other animals
suffered a similar fate. It was indeed a peculiar predicament; grass needed to be cleared
not only to make way for agriculture or the plantation of economically viable trees or to
set up tea and cinchona plantations, but clearing of grass was also essential to protect men
and their livestock, as well as their crops from the depredations of tigers, elephants,
buffaloes and deer but this had another grave fall out, it resulted in habitat loss for the
animals who lived in these grasslands and they strayed into the domain of man thus
intensifying the man-animal conflict. The wild frontier was increasingly getting pushed
back and the wild animals uprooted from their homes often wandered into the realm of
men only to be targeted and persecuted. The wild frontier was also the colonial frontier,*
it was imperative to extend imperial control over this vast site which was a very
challenging proposition but without which the enterprize of ‘empire building’ would be
largely left incomplete. It was here that the English encountered the most masculine of all
the challenges because in wild India the colonial state was confronted with the greatest
challenge to their authority. What ensued was a battle for superiority and though both
sides suffered great casualties the greatest loss suffered was by the the country which
stood helpless in the face of the frenzied assault on both its flora and faunal resources.
Exerting control and establishing comand over flora was perhaps much easier
than establishing the same over fauna. The wild beasts®! encountered in this country were
very different from the ones found in the temperate lands of Europe in terms of power,



ferocity and deadly demeanour, they defied the white man’s perception of the ‘self’ as
invincible, they were overwhelmed by what they encountered in this country and needed
to ‘order’ the savage and the wild, so, was undertaken an unprecedented assault on wild
animals. Not only were animals sought to be exterminated by use of sheer force they
were also condemned as vermin thereby justifying and legalizing the mayhem unleashed
on them. The battle royal was fought with the Royal Bengal tiger, it was as if that the
white-man and the tiger were locked in a conflict to assert mastery over the wild.2 In the
ensuing battle the animal was decimated in such great numbers that voices began to be
raised by many of their own stock about the need for protection. The imperial power
however was bent on securing landscapes from vermin®® and also extending its control
over noxious beasts and the most effective mechanism to achieve the same was shikar or
hunting.

HUNTING AS A MEASURE OF EXERTING CONTROL

Hunting or more specifically game hunting was practiced by man from the earliest
of times and India was no exception. In fact if one probes into the history of hunting or
shikar in India, it will become clear that the Homo erectus was the first proto-human to
start organized hunting. In the pre-cultivation era hominids were dependent on animals
for food and hides. The famous Bhimbetka rock paintings testify to the importance of
hunting in the Stone Age. It was perhaps in the Neolithic or the Chalcolithic age that
hunting emerged as a sport in India. Hunting or mrigaya was depicted in the epics: the
Ramayana and Mahabharata, it continued through the ancient and the medieval periods,
infact the English adopted certain shikar practices of the Mughals. However hunting
witnessed a major transformation in the colonial period, it emerged as a mechanism to
exert superior authority over wild India. Shikar ceased to be a mere leisure activity or an
activity which helped tone the body and keep the soldiers war-ready, it became integral to
the assertion of imperial control. The joy of subjugating a ferocious beast also whetted
the notions of superiority of the Englishman, so shikar not only offered scope for exotic
sport, it helped to establish the English as the masters of the woodlands. It was not
enough to annexe the wild, it was imperative to exert supreme domination over the wild
beasts, and shikar helped in achieving this imperial objective.

Sport hunting fitted perfectly with the imperial agenda; pleasure and work
matched seamlessly with each other as colonial officers while on official tours combined
sport with rule. Infact, hunting was used as a bait to lure reluctant officers to India, a land
of extreme heat, pestilence and deadly disease. Shikar was an extreme sport that tested
one’s courage, agility, presence of mind and perseverance but it was worth the effort, it
gave the Englishmen the taste of the Oriental wilderness and the opportunity to acquaint
themselves with the diversity of the country which defied the various western constructs
about her; she was not merely tropical as she was imagined to be nor was she effeminate



as the English experience with the wild revealed, the country could not be type-cast, it
was an enigma and in the whole colonial period one witnessed the imperial power trying
to unravel the mysteries and surprises associated with this land. Sport hunting helped to
establish the otherness of the ‘self’as well as to prove the masculine prowess of the white
shikari and it was even used to establish the paternalistic tendency of the colonial power.
The English continued with the legacy of the howdah shikar of the Mughals and their
successor states with the upper echelons of Anglo-Indian society pursuing this mode of
very elaborate and oppulent shikar. The magnificent howdah shikar on top of elaborately
decorated elephants and to the accompaniment of a retinue of beaters, bugle players and
servants was a grand spectacle. The grandeur of the exercise over-awed the natives. In
fact it was a mechanism adopted to intimidate the onlookers and helped the colonial
endeavour of trying to assert its mastery.®* Writes Lady Minto, “At Dachigan Camp two
thousand were accommodated, including the Maharajas band of eighty musicians and the
beaters numbered six thousand. We were told to expect bear, deer and barasingh, but the
forest was devoid of game. | was fortunate however, in killing a large, brown bear, and
the next day Rolly shot the only barasingh on the beat. The return of the party was a
curious sight. They alighted from the tongas at the gates, where the pipers and drums
awaited them, playing a suitable Scottish air for the return of successful sportsmen. Rolly
and the Maharaja slowly advanced, accompanied by the band and followed by a huge
retinue, and preceded by an army of men carrying torches.”®® Such opulence befitted
only a master and the English were the unquestioned masters of India for approximately
two hundred years. Hunting from machans was another popular means of shikar.
Machans or platforms were erected on trees to await the arrival of big game, a decoy
animal was tied nearby as bait and native beaters would drive the quarry out of its hiding
to help the Anglo-Indian hunters to shoot the animal dead. Celebrations of having got the
coveted animal would follow, the sahib would pose for photographs to be taken with his
kill; a testimony to his bravery and the ‘good’ life spent in a distant land.The chase for
quarry was also enthusiastically pursued, it was a practise with which they were
acquainted back ‘home’ and undertook to pursue foxes and hares, here the method was
mostly adopted for hog-hunting or pig-sticking. In all forms of hunting the assistance of
the natives was absolutely necessary but they were never acknowledged as equal partners,
they were servants recruited to obey the orders of the masters. It was not only the
elaborate howdah shikar which was primarily pursued by the high officials of the Raj, the
other forms of shikar pursued by the sahibs too, were undertaken to assert the difference
between the superior European ‘self’ and the inferior native ‘other’. Hence it was not
enough to overpower the beasts in the woodlands, it was also essential to assert the
superiority of the Englishmen vis a vis the natives because it was felt that that would help
the colonial agenda of enclosing the forests as the natives overwhelmed by the might of
the white-men would easily submit to the act of controlling and commanding of the
woodlands. Shikar also fitted in perfectly with the paternalistic tendencies of the Raj; the



sahib rescuing ‘helpless’ natives from the clutches of a predator like the tiger or the
leopard, helped the cause of the imperial power. In fact this projection of the native as
‘helpless’ was also a conscious ploy on their part because that would greatly enhance
their importance as protector and justify their acts to extend control and exert command
over the wild.

The assault on wild animals was however not restricted to sport hunting, the
colonial state was hell bent on vermin eradication and thus was heralded the era of
reward hunting which brought about an unprecedented loss of fauna. The imperial power
realized that it was nearly impossible to eradicate ‘vermin’ by themselves so they sought
out partners who would help them realize their goal. Where ever the interest of the state
was jeopardized by the depredations of beasts they were hounded out and hunted down
but this could not be done solely by the Englishmen so they announced rewards to
eradicate pests. The natives mostly subsisting on a bare minimum found the rewards very
lucrative to resist, moreover the menace from deprading beasts hampered agriculture and
destroyed their live-stock, so they collaborated with the state to wipe out vermin. The
rewards increased or decreased according to the dread factor both real and imagined of
the beasts or their ability to create a nuisance. In Bengal the largest amount of rewards
were given out to eliminate the tiger and venomous snakes because the threat from them
to life and property was perceived to be the greatest. Reward hunting caused irretrievable
loss of wild animals and by the turn of the century the country was on the brink of a
wildlife crisis.

PRESERVING THE WILD

The forest acts in India were chiefly aimed at monopolizing resource use by the
imperial power.When the First Forest Act was passed in 1865, its chief purpose was to
inaugurate the era of exclusion of the native ‘other’ and thereby exert exclusive control
over the wealth of the forest. The Act of 1878 further intensified control over the
woodlands. The acts endeavoured to create preserves and tried to restrict resource use of
the indigenous people but could not prevent the steady decline of wild animals because
inspite of introducing such concepts as open or close seasons, bag limits, the introduction
of entry passes or the issuance of permits to enter reserved forests the white man as well
as the natives continued to kill animals, the first ‘legitimately and the latter
‘illegitimately’. It was impossible to keep the indigenous people out of the woodlands as
they had been using the forest and its resources from times immemorial; it was their only
source of sustenance. Moreover in colonial India there existed a very lucrative trade in
animal trophies, hides and skins and exotic bird plumage, that proved to be an added
inducement to forcefully enter the site where restrictions were imposed, hence the
restrictions in a way forced the natives to become poachers, they knew the forest
landscape so well that it was difficult to keep them at bay. They killed animals on the sly



and sold them at the thriving grey market for animal trophies thus earning a handsome
income. Pushed to the brink the natives did not have the luxury to differentiate between
right and wrong and they found no wrong in using the forest and its resources because
they were doing just that from the earliest of times, the only difference now was they
found that the opportunities had increased but there were also restrictions imposed on
them, so they chose to defy restrictions and forcefully use what had been traditionally
theirs. The imperial authorities took advantage of the defiance of the indigenous people to
absolve themselves of all blame for diminishing species and put the blame squarely on
the natives; they were held to be the culprits who were responsible for the massacre of
wild animals and thus access was further restricted to them. The task of carving out a
preserve for exclusive consumption was being perfectly drawn up by the colonial state.

The steady depletion of wild animals started to ring alarm bells and there was the
fear of eventual extinction of species. The voices of concern began to be raised from
within for example by the avid lovers of shikar, i.e. the members of the Planters’ Clubs,
Tent Clubs and the ‘few wise men’*® of the Bombay Natural History Society and they
started to put pressure on the government to take steps to arrest the rot. The Wild Birds
and Game Protection Act of 1887 tried to pacify these voices by further restricting use of
the natives but that did not alleviate the condition of the wild animals, protection did not
discount the hunt, it merely tried to secure the same for the officials of the Raj and their
collaborators. The ‘problem’ animals continued to be exterminated and reward hunting
continued unabated.

By the turn of the century one sees a peculiar situation, on the one hand killing of
wild animals for sport and to secure human lives as well as that of live-stock continued,
on the other, the fear of extinction was very palpable, at least a small group of men began
to realize the importance of lives other than the lives of men and their live-stock. Animals
began to be given a new identity: they now came to be called wild-life. But these voices
were too small to be given importance; wild animals were still subjected to senseless
assaults. The First World War aggravated the situation further. The government came up
with another legislation to protect the forests and wildlife (new connotation) and passed
the Indian Forest Act of 1927 which made the rules relating to entry in the forests and
resource use more stringent but it could not stem the depletion of wild animals. The inter-
war years proved to be the nemesis of wildlife, though the 1930°s saw the coming up of
the first National Park of the country, aimed to provide a safe haven for animals. But here
too the objective was to ensure a steady supply of animals in the buffer zones thus
providing opportunities for sport to the sahibs and their collaborators. Till the very last
days of the Raj wild animals were hunted for leisure and slaughtered where they
threatened the settled agricultural society. The wild and its resources had great economic
value and that was the most important determinant to an imperial power, the history of
wild India needs to be assessed in this light.



Bengal the epicentre of colonial rule till 1911, witnessed the same penetration and
exertion of control and command of her woodlands as the rest of colonial India; when her
timber needed to be exploited, trees were felled indiscriminately, when her wild animals
threatened agriculture they were exterminated, when her vast repertoire of game animals
lured the adventure seekers and sports lovers, they hunted animals with such gay abandon
that the roar of the tiger was heard only in isolated pockets by the time they left the
country. Preserving the wild was chiefly meant to serve the interest of the English and the
sole quest was to monopolise the wealth of the forest. The main purpose of preservation
of the wild was to extract maximum benefits from it, altruism was a covert used to veil
the actual intention.

THE PRESENT WORK

This work is a humble endeavour to delve into the vast repository of information
about wild Bengal and analyze and evaluate the same in the historical perspective. It
attempts to explore a new area of study, an endeavour to show how the faunal resources
contributed to the expansionist urge of the British imperialists in Bengal, their desire to
command and ‘order’ resulting in unleashing the most brutal assault on wild animals, the
subsequent depletion of species and the measures taken to preserve and perhaps
eventually conserve wildlife in particular and forests in general. Though in the course of
the work, 1 was convinced that it was preservation rather than conservation which was
sought to be introduced in not only the forests of Bengal but this was the case throughout
British India.

At the beginning | have tried to delve on what was perceived to be wild or how
the wild was a construct used to differentiate between the superior ‘self” and inferior
‘other’. The perception of what was ‘wild’ is sought to be analyzed here to understand
how it helped the colonial power to justify intervention to civilize the country in the
‘throes of backwardness and utter chaos and disorder’.

The next chapter seeks to map wild Bengal. The English encounter with Bengal as
the rest of India incited contradictory responses; one of wonder the other of dismay. The
hot and humid climate, pestilence and diseases, the ‘strange’ customs and practices of the
natives stood in juxtaposition to the fabled land of milk and honey and all things sweet.
But there was the other Bengal too; the hills of north Bengal with its salubrious climate
fringed on its north by the snow capped peaks of the mighty Himalayas, interspersed with
lush foliage, the gurgling streams and smalls rapids and waterfalls, then the foothills
covered with towering trees, followed by the Gangetic plains and the mighty rivers of the
plains, the khals and bills, the undulating terrain of the plateaus, bursting out in flaming
red blooms in spring, the picture perfect landscape of the Chittagong hills and the vast
expanses of jungles, the abode of the most ferocious of animals offering the perfect
quarry for the most sought after sport: shikar. The present work confines itself to
linguistic Bengal and the third chapter tries to capture the diversity of the region by an in
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depth study of the natural wealth of the districts and the attempt of the English to convert
the lawless wild into an ordered entity i.e. transform the jungles a term pejoratively used,
to forests in the lines of the forests that existed ‘back home’ 3. They set up the Forest
Department and passed legislations to convert Bengal’s woodlands into a site which
conformed to their notion of forests.

The fourth chapter takes up the issue of the hunt in colonial India and seeks to
establish its role in exerting imperial control over the wilderness. Shikar not only
provided sport and succour to lonely officials in a land so far away from home but it was
also a mechanism used to exert imperial control over the jungles of the country. The
chapter is a detailed study of the various forms of shikar, the role they played in
establishing the ‘otherness’ of the English, the animals that were most coveted as quarry
and their trophy value. The evolution of the taxidermy industry to preserve trophies has
also been taken up in this chapter. The role played by Anglo-Indian women in shikar,
their side of the story has also been discussed, as have the role of fire-arms and its role in
transforming shikar.

Chapter five tries to analyze and study the evolution of shikar in the context of
linguistic Bengal and occasionally refers to the same in the context of Assam. The chief
objective of the chapter is to make a comparative study of the hunt in northern and
southern Bengal and also establish the grave consequences suffered by the fauna of the
region due to sport hunting as well as bounty hunting and reward hunting and how the
quest to ‘order’ resulted in unleashing mayhem on the wild animals of Bengal.

The sixth chapter is about the implementation of preservation measures in
colonial India. I have argued that it was not conservation but rather preservation that was
pursued by the Forest Acts was aimed both at ordering as well as preserving flora and
fauna. However the acts of preservation were directed chiefly at carving out an exclusive
domain of resource use for the imperial power and its collaborators. The acts helped in
converting the woodlands into ‘enclosures’, thereby legitimizing the activities of the
colonial government in this site. The chapter also discusses specifically the coming of the
forest administration into Bengal and the measures adopted for preserving her wild. The
forests of Bengal have been very famously called ‘nature’s great menagerie’ and so the
inducement to exert sole rights over them was also great. What is very significant in the
context of the colonial government’s irresolute resolve to penetrate and control the ‘wild
frontier’ is that they were involved in this protracted conflict with the wilderness because
they realized the economic importance of the forests and knew that all efforts to carve out
an exclusive domain for themselves here was worth the hardships and pain. But where
the colonial power faltered was in the espousal of the exclusionary logic of preservation,
they could not afford to exclude the indigenous people, the traditional users of the
resources of the woodlands if they were really serious about making preservation work.
The natives had their own methods of preservation which were conveniently overlooked,
denying them access and the right of use of the resources of the forests proved counter

11



productive, it was a major hindrance to the quest for preservation. The seventh and final
chapter consists of the concluding remarks.

The empirical texture of this work has relied much on official documents
procured from various archival repositories such as the National Archives of India, the
West Bengal State Archives and the Bombay Natural History Society. The work has also
relied on journals like the Indian Forester, Hooker’s the Himalayan Journal and the
Journal of the Bombay Natural History Society. The Gazetteers of the Districts of Bengal
were also consulted. One of the finest sources of information has been the accounts in the
form of diaries and memoirs left behind by the sahibs and memsahibs. Secondary sources
in the form of books and articles on the environment in general and forest in particular
helped in formation of ideas and opinions. This work is a humble attempt to explore a
new area of study, an endeavour to show how the faunal resources contributed to the
expansionist urge of the British imperialists in Bengal, their desire to command and
‘order’ resulting in unleashing the most brutal assault on wild animals, the subsequent
depletion of species and the measures taken to preserve forests in general and wildlife in
particular. It thus hopes to fill an important knowledge gap.
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CHAPTER TWO
COLONIAL PERCEPTIONS OF THE WILD

The ‘wild’ conjures a sense of danger, a sense of reverence for nature in its purest
form, as well as a sense of caring for something that is delicate and fragile as also easy to
ruin...! In the eighteenth century European mind the wild or the wilderness signified a
‘deserted’, ‘desolate’, ‘savage’ or ‘barren’ area in short a ‘waste’. Its connotations were
anything but positive and the emotion one was to feel in its presence was ‘bewilderment’
or ‘terror’. Many of the world’s strongest associations then were biblical, for it is used
over and over again in the King James Version of the Bible to refer to places on the
margins of civilization where it is all too easy to lose oneself in moral confusion and
despair. The wilderness was where Moses had wandered with his people for forty years,
and where they had nearly abandoned their God to worship a golden idol.? “For Pharaoh
will say of the Children of Israel,” we read in Exodus, “They are entangled in the land,
and the wilderness hath shut them in.”® The wilderness was where Christ had struggled
with the devil and endured his temptations: “And immediately the Spirit driveth him into
the wilderness. And he was there in the wilderness for forty days tempted of Satan; and
was with the wild beasts; and the angels ministered unto him.”* “The delicious Paradise”
of John Milton’s Eden was surrounded by “a steep wilderness, whose hairy sides /Access
denied” to all who sought entry.”®> When Adam and Eve were driven from that garden,
the world they entered was a wilderness that only their labour and pain could redeem.
Therefore the Wilderness was a place to which one came only against one’s will, and
always in fear and trembling. Whatever value it might have arose solely from the
possibility that it might be “reclaimed” and turned toward human ends—planted as a
garden, say, or a city upon a hill.® In its raw state, it had little or nothing to offer civilized
men and women. When the English came to India and encountered the wild or the
‘untamed nature’, they felt that it was their duty to transform this ruined and debased
Indian landscape and create a peaceful and prosperous civilization modelled after an
‘improved’ and industrious Britain.” They perhaps visualized the whole of India as ‘wild’
as that would help their endeavour to ‘civilize’ this land. However it was India’s jungles
and woodlands that appeared the wildest and so civilizing this site was the most
formidable and uphill task yet it was imperative that it was done, so unfolded a saga of
forceful penetration, brutal subjugation and impeccable planning and execution of a mega
plan to enclose and control the site for monopolistic use.

The concept of the wild I would argue is therefore a colonial construct which helped to
differentiate between the superior ‘self’ and the ‘inferior ‘other’ and this binary
opposition of the colonial self versus the colonised other is encoded in the colonialist
discourse as a dichotomy necessary for domination. The first encounter and the
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subsequent ‘discovery of India’® established beyond doubt that this country was very
different from England and whatever did not subscribe to the things back ‘home’
appeared ‘wild’. The jungles were wild and so were the settled places, the wild denoted
‘otherness’ and hence justified intervention to civilize. India was ‘wild’ as it was the land
of disease and death, of savage creatures and pestiferous jungle. The European
description of the Sundarbans in the 1820s and 1830s were filled with images of savage
creatures and jungle miasmas. In 1823 Bishop Herber penned one of the most powerful
descriptions of this kind, portraying the Sagar Islands as a dreary and dreadful place full
of ‘tygers, serpents and fevers’® Alexander Duff writing in 1839 speaks of ‘the dismal
mud banks, dingy forests and impenetrable thickets of the Sundarbans’ being ‘the
receptacles for ages of all manner of destructive exhalations which load the atmosphere
with pestilence and death.’'® The Terai, the narrow belt of forest and swamp that ran
across the narrow rim of India between the plains and the Himalaya, was considered so
deadly as to be impassable for Indians and Europeans alike through a large part of the
year. The whole land of India in general appeared most deadly to the European eye:
malignant miasmas emanated from every swamp, graveyard, paddy field and jungle
summoned up by tropical humidity and a powerful sun, wafted along on insalubrious
winds, or rising up in invisible clouds from rotting vegetation, human detritus, and putrid
mud.* Moreover, the nineteenth century India was commonly visualized as a land of
disease and death. The ‘three grand divisions of tropical disease,’'> namely cholera,
malaria and dysentery resulted in high levels of white mortality, which was greatest
among the Indian rank and file soldiers but did not spare the other Europeans too. The
writings of this period are replete with accounts of European mortality due to disease and
pestilence. The whole of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century witnessed high
levels of mortality, particularly in Bengal, the deadliest province of British India and
home to a large number of European inhabitants.®® All this proved beyond doubt the
wildness of this country. If ‘wild” implies raw and savage, then to the European eye it
was not only India’s jungles that were wild but it was all pervasive and the English took
up the ‘responsibility’ to ‘improve’ the situation by civilizing the wild.

The jungles were wild so they needed to be transformed to make them ‘useful’ to
the English and so the woodlands were sought to be cleared, to make way for agriculture
as well as timber was sought to be accessed from these great reserves of the same. They
were also fine repositories of big and small game which afforded a very good opportunity
to pursue leisure hunting. But here the English faced possibly their greatest hurdle as they
soon discovered that the ‘jungles’ defied the stereotypes regarding the Orient, they could
not be typecast as ‘weak’ and ‘effeminate’, exuded a masculine prowess and had the
element to match the valour of the ‘masculine’ Occident, in other words, the English
found their match here. In the post-Mutiny years when the English efforts were geared
towards establishing themselves as the ‘ruling race’ there was an all out effort to project
themselves as brave, daring, risk-taking and indomitable but the jungles proved to be an
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impediment to the realization of this objective. The woodlands of India threatened to
upset their mission of trying to emerge as the legitimate arbitrators of India’s destiny.
They could not be easily subdued nor could they be easily penetrated neither could the
ferocious wild animals there be easily overpowered nor were the tribes that resided
within or in their periphery at all submissive, in fact whenever the opportunity came they
stood up in arms to safeguard their age old rights. This was in complete juxtaposition to
the Englishman’s experience elsewhere in India. The ‘other’ India in contrast could easily
be assaulted, looted, plundered and dominated. It was vulnerable and could be ‘used and
abused’'* as they desired but here the challenge was formidable and threatened to cast
doubts on the invincibility of the colonial masters. To the racially superior white
‘masculinised’ British imperialists'® the challenge needed to be taken head on, no matter
how difficult the task, it had to be accomplished. The project to gather, classify,
categorize and order information®® was taken up as was simultaneously taken up the work
of penetrating and conquering this ‘last frontier’ in India. The information gathered
served twin purposes; one, to facilitate better control and governance and secondly, to
conjure up an image of chaos and disorder, of indiscipline and savagery which was used
as an alibi to penetrate and exert control and dominance in this site.

The connotation ‘jangal’ was equated with a desert and used to describe dry,
stony landscapes, thinly vegetated with thorn-bush and scrub by early writers like
Benjamin Heyne!’ in the 1790s and 1800s following the original Sanskrit and vernacular
meaning of the term.*® By the 1830s jungle came to signify dense tangled vegetation, so
thick as to be virtually impenetrable.® The word was used pejoratively to signify danger,
disorder and vegetative excess. However to the sports shikari it signified the abode of big
and small game and thus the land of opportunities. But generally the jungle was feared, as
it harboured bandits and dangerous predatory animals. It was seen in further negative
light as it was associated with disease, especially malaria which killed or incapacitated
many Europeans as well as their Indian subordinates. The loss of white men or the harm
to white bodies was perhaps the more potent reason to accord the site a greater negativity.
By the 1820s military men and medical officers spoke in a single phrase of ‘jungle,
pestilence and fever’.?® This kind of multiple association between physical harm and
moral evil leant itself to Christian representations of a landscape that was perceived to be
both heathen and deadly, as entangled with rank, miasmatic, over-fecund plant life as
Hinduism appeared to teem with primitive beliefs and convoluted superstitions.?* By
extension, even Europeans who spent too long up-country, isolated from their own kind,
were likely to turn ‘jungly’? or, in Emily Eden’s expressive phrase, to have their
civilized manners ‘jungled out of them’.?3

The ‘real natural jungle’ was juxtaposed to agriculture and it was the ‘mainstay of
primeval barbarism’ but it was fast disappearing from Bengal even as early as the mid-
nineteenth century, to yield place to a cultivated landscape under ‘the stability of our
(British) rule’. 2* The jungle was also used in the sense of fallow land, tilled once but had
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since been left uncultivated. As civilization was inextricably linked to cultivation the
existence of wasteland overgrown with secondary vegetation like grass and brushwood
signified decline and the rot needed to be stemmed by bringing the site once again under
the plough. So the neglect of cultivation meant a lapse of civilization and this assumption
was reinforced by its faunal associations.? Just as abandoned fields and villages were
said to have ‘gone to jungle,” so the proliferation of tigers, bears and wild elephants was
seen, as in the aftermath of the famine of 1770, as a sorry index of human decline and
depopulation.?® Therefore the quest was to ‘improve’ the land by restoring cultivation.
For example in Central India, the Maratha Wars resulted in the neglect of agriculture and
thus led to the spread of jungle, land was usurped by wild beasts especially tigers and an
all out effort was made to ‘improve’ this land by killing ‘vermin’ and promoting
agriculture. The jungle was associated with revenue loss therefore both virgin forests as
well as wastelands were cleared to make way for cultivation. This not only increased
revenue yields but also helped in the spread of the ‘spirit of improvement.” The
endeavour was to transform the jungle into forest as it signified orderly management for
profit. It also incorporated the ideal of the greater good of the greater numbers but the
prerogative of deciding whom or what constituted ‘greater’ lay at the hands of the
English masters.

The jungle was held in great dread, especially India’s primeval, untouched
woodlands with its weird sights and sounds overwhelmed the European eye used to a
more predictable European forest. The shrill cry of a cicada, the grunting of wild boar,
the deep roar of a tiger or the hooting of the jackals at night were all alien sounds as was
alien, the sight of wild and ferocious beasts that roamed the jungles and grasslands. The
dread associated with meeting the most feared animal of the Indian jungle, the Royal
Bengal tiger, the fear of a deadly Indian viper slithering near one’s feet or the vicious
presence of the crocodile in the swamps made the wild a much feared site. The
Englishmen felt threatened and helpless in the grip of this unknown dark world. However,
India’s jungles appeared as a hazardous and unpredictable territory not only because it
was the abode of fierce and ‘evil’ beasts but also because they discerned here the
existence of certain supernatural elements. The dread associated with the dense
woodlands or vast wastelands, unkempt and overgrown with thorns and brambly bushes
is very well reflected in the accounts, diaries and stories written by the Europeans in the
colonial times. By the final decades of the nineteenth century ghost stories or weird or
uncanny tales of the supernatural began to reflect the alienation experienced by British
military and merchants in the colonies.?” A.LLR. Glasfurd gives an account of a story
related to him by a doctor. The doctor narrated his petrifying experience and it went thus:

“l noted that the moon was not only up but floated in a serene colourless sky,
flooding the pool below me in a pale clear light, while at my side a figure sat and pointed
with a strange, bloated and swollen, bandaged arm at a dark mass that broke the silvered
surface of the water below! They say that ‘the ruling passion is strong in death’. Acting
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on my first impulse, | raised the rifle that lay in my lap and getting the white card night-
sight on the tiger’s shoulder, fired.

The brute rolled over on the sand, plunging, grunting and struggling and as it did
so, there came two light pats of an approving hand on my back, a deep drawn sigh and
the still air was filled with the most appalling odour which | once recognised as the
peculiar smell emanating from a body in the last and hopeless stage of pyaemia or blood
poisoning!

| whipped round! The machan was empty!

The silence was paralysing and unbearable.”?8
The fear associated with India’s jungles multiplied manifold with the real or imagined
existence of the supernatural. It also made it more wild and unpredictable and thereby
even more justifiable to extend their hegemony over it.

India’s woodlands not only aroused fear and dread but their idyllic settings often
cast a spell on the Englishmen. A.LLR. Glasfurd reminisces about the jungle in his
memoirs:

“Quic- kur-kur of a barbet, ‘I was lost in a reverie, watching the orange
disc of a full moon lift over the shoulder of the hills, the sighting of a big
fine coated hyena, come to have a drink at the nala, barking deer moving
here and there and yapping Aow! Aow!” “....Why is it that the moonlight
throw such mystery over the woods? The colours of the sleeping
landscape, though restricted to blues, grays and palest yellows are still
marvelously diverse in tone....” “Many a nights have I spent in this al
fresco manner....” %

Andrew Leith Adam’s writes:

“It would be useless to dilate on the advantages India offers to the naturalists, and
with respect to the Himalayas, perhaps few regions afford like inducement for study.
Their vast ranges are often enclosed in verdure to the summits and on the highest to the
confines of perpetual snow. In the rich and fertile valleys animated nature appears in all
its loveliness and beauty. The zoologist may ramble over hill and dale, mountain and
plain and after a life-time of constant observation find his delightful pursuit more
attractive than ever. It is on theses noble mountains that the sportsmen can enjoy
unscathed by the burning Indian sun; in their lovely glens bears stalk undisturbed, whilst
various species of deer, wild sheep, goats and the ibex, feed unmolested on the craggy re
steeps. In forest and valleys along the sub-Himalayan range tigers and leopards prowl,
and the wild dogs and various foxes seek subsistence wherever their peculiar prey is
plentiful. Add to these the numerous pheasants and partridges, whose elegance and
beauty are unsurpassed by the allied birds of any other country. The endless variety of
plants from the lichens on the mountain top to the deodar and Himalayan oaks in their
native forests, present one of the choicest field of the botanists.”3°
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The reader of these texts would be struck by their mystic and romantic components. This
romanticization and mystification was coupled with a simultaneous desire to ‘improve’
both for facilitating greater income and profit as also for aesthetic purposes to make the
wild landscape more orderly. F. J. Shore, the Assistant Commissioner of Dehradun
in1827 wrote about the ‘grand and sublime’ mountains in the distance and extolled the
beauty of the changing seasonal hues of the sal and sisso forests of the lower slopes. But
his was not an unstinted praise for the glories of untouched nature as he concludes by
observing: “Were there but cultivation and habitations of man on the level between the
river and hills, the scenery would be perfect.”®! J.D. Herbert believed that it was Dehra
Dun which had the greatest potential than anywhere else in India to have a European
settlement, where the feel of ‘home’ amid the green fields, hedges and streams could be
best realized. It was in this idyllic spot that Herbert felt the greatest need and opportunity
for European improvements’ 32

I would argue that the wild in India did not only mean her wilderness in fact
everything in India appeared ‘wild’ to the European eye. Like many other European
travellers of the time, Bishop Herber in the 1820s was struck by the ‘very awful scene of
desolation, ruins after ruins, tombs after tombs, fragments of brick work, freestone,
granite and marble, scattered everywhere over a soil naturally rocky and barren’,® in
between the gate of Agra and Humayun’s tomb. The whole scenery amid the ruins
appeared ‘only ugly and melancholy’.®* In the accounts of Emma Roberts, the ruins of
tombs, temples, serais and palaces added to the wildness and the dreariness of the scene
in Delhi.® Major Lloyd after his three month Himalayan sojourn returned with reluctance
to the ‘heated plains where the crimson tide of barbarian conquests had rushed, and left
behind the dregs of desolation.’*® The Himalayas which supposedly ‘emancipated’ the
Europeans from the dusty, dreary, hot and humid plains were also not comparable to the
greater beauty and more appealing scale of the Alps. There was bleakness about the high
Himalaya. The unbroken stillness of the peaks was ‘death-like’.3” J. D. Cunningham in
the 1840s wrote about his daunting experience thus:

“Hills of snow are heaped high upon heaps of snow, range retires beyond range,
and naught relieves the drear and hoary waste or interferes with the awful stillness of the
scene, save perhaps a dark and frowning precipice, or the voice of the blue river below,
struggling with its fetters of rock and ice. In contemplating these vast solitudes,
illuminated by the setting sun, the mind of man is for a moment raised, and he feels and
admires their sublimity. The broad expanse of desolation wearies and appals; the fatal
cold and the waning day recall other thoughts, and he turns silent and subdued to seek
relief and sympathy among his fellow mortals, and in the ordinary occupations of life. "

India was also wild because her customs, traditions, beliefs as well as religious
practices were all incomprehensible to the English. The western onlooker was bewildered
with what they encountered here. The ‘horrors’ associated with the Hindu ‘superstition’
in an equally ‘deadly’ and ‘heathen’ landscape appeared as wild as the jungles and
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woodlands of India. The vernacular associations of India shocked the European
sensibilities: the ghastly sight of Hindus disposing off their dead on the banks of the
Ganges and other Hindu rituals appeared macabre. The river itself was splendid but the
human squalor associated with it was appalling to the European eye hence it was not only
the wild but the whole country needed to be transformed to make it more commensurate
with the ways of the west. The evangelical movement used a very intense language
against Hinduism and attacked it as a religion of gross superstition and extreme physical
cruelty which allowed ‘barbaric’ practices like sati and infanticide.®® Claudius Buchanan,
a Calcutta chaplain expressed horror at what he saw in the temple town of Puri. While
“appalled at the magnitude and horror of the spectacle” of the temple, he was no less
disgusted by all that surrounded it. Puri was filled with “famished pilgrims, many of
whom die on the streets from want or of disease.” Outside the town, and scattered across
the plains for fifty miles around this Indian “Golgotha” lay the rotting and dismembered
corpses of dead pilgrims, with dogs and vultures picking at their bones. *° There were
innumerable such depressing sights in India. As the English ships navigated through the
mud-banks, inundated forests and tangled vegetation of the Sundarbans to reach Calcutta
they encountered a hostile land of deadly fevers, tigers and crocodiles. But more
terrifying was the sight of Hindu devotees practising infanticide on the shores of the
Sagar island, close to the entrance of the river Hugli. John Leyden, surgeon and linguist,
poet and former collaborator of Sir William Scott, before his death in Java in 1811, wrote
a grim set of verses about Sagar’s “dreary isle, where crimson’d Ganga shines in blood,
and man- devouring monsters swarm,” “strange deeds of blood” were performed in
honour of the “Dark Goddess™ Kali.** The ‘horrors’ of Hinduism left a lasting impression
on the minds of the early European travellers. The sight of corpses floating in the river
Ganges, with vultures and alligators tearing at the bloated, rotting flesh, the spectacle of
the sick and aged left to die on the banks of the holy river were so disturbing that the
memories remained vivid long after the experience. India was the “darkened land” and
this needed to change if the English were going to live here, it had to be made more
conducive to their needs and made more habitable. The wildness had to yield to a more
civilized place and so the task of improvement was taken up in right earnest.

The concept of “haunted India” too, emanated from this desire to emphasise the
‘wildness’ of the country. The “unnaturalness’ of the natives who were outlandish, brutal,
superstitious and vindictive was often used to explain the presence of the supernatural in
Indian culture. The “exotic India”, with its mysterious forests and hills, and deserted
bungalows, provided the ideal settings for the existence of invisible spirits. The gallery of
ghosts of the Raj had a wide variety — churails, munjias, bhoots, or mischievous prets
and all helped in creating an eerie and haunted atmosphere. Perhaps the ghosts of India
frightened the colonizer long before its people did, they felt threatened and helpless in the
grip of the unknown dark world. All that was alien and defied western sensibilities
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instilled a sense of fear and indignation among them. The mysteries of the “east” needed
to be solved and this justified intervention.

But it is undeniable that though all of India appeared wild and uncivilized to the
European eye, her jungles and woodlands seemed the wildest. Generally too, the word
‘wild” conjures up the image of the wilderness and not the settled places, it was perhaps
the last ‘frontier’ that needed to be penetrated and controlled and the colonial state’s
intrusion into this wilderness was so forceful and extensive that both flora as well as
fauna suffered an unprecedented casualty. The woodlands suffered the wrath of the
civilizing mission of the colonizers. Forests were cleared, fallows and wastelands
reclaimed, animals slaughtered but by the 1850s and 60s the effects of the senseless
killing of animals and large-scale destruction of forest cover began to be felt, pressures
from within and outside began to mount to stem the damage and to take remedial
measures, so, the colonial state now embarked on a mission to protect and preserve the
woodlands. The same quest to ‘improve’ the wild landscape which led to clearing of
forests to make way for agriculture or fell tress for timber and exterminate ferocious
beasts and reptiles to make the country safer for human habitation also led them to
initiate measures of protection. In fact the forest acts epitomize the colonial quest to
transform India’s woodlands into more ordered sites, i.e. transform jungles into forests.
The forest acts helped the colonial endeavour to ‘fence’ the jungles, to dictate terms
regarding the rights of access and use as well as take punitive measures against
trespassers and violators of rules. An ‘improved’ landscape in this context meant a
domain for exclusive use.

The attitudes to the wilderness were undergoing a sea change globally too, it was
no longer perceived to be a dark and desolate terrain which aroused a sense of terror and
fear but was seen as a site of Edenic perfection. In the United States of America the
nineteenth century saw a change in the perception of the wilderness. In 1862, Henry
David Thoreau famously declared, “In Wildness is the preservation of the World.”*?
Wilderness had once been the antithesis of all that was orderly and good—it had been the
darkness, one might say, on the far side of the garden wall—and yet now it was
frequently likened to Eden itself. When John Muir arrived in the Sierra Nevada in 1869,
he would declare, “No description of Heaven that | have ever heard or read of seems half
so fine.”*® He was hardly alone in expressing such emotions. One by one, various corners
of the American map came to be designated as sites whose wild beauty was so
spectacular that a growing number of citizens had to visit and see them for themselves.
Niagara Falls was the first to undergo this transformation, but it was soon followed by the
Catskills, the Adirondacks, Yosemite, Yellowstone, and others. Yosemite was deeded by
the U. S. government to the state of California in 1864 as the nation’s first wild land park,
and Yellowstone became the first true national park in 1872.** This change in the idea of
the wilderness might have had an impact on the perception of the wilderness in colonial
India too because it was from the mid-nineteenth century that the colonial power started
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to initiate measures to preserve the country’s woodlands.

The colonial intervention to ‘civilize’ the ‘wild’ had already started to take its toll;
not only had large tracts of the wilderness transformed into arable but flora and fauna
continued to face an uncontrolled assault by the colonizers which set alarm bells ringing
in the mid-nineteenth century. The need to save nature in its pristine form intensified in
the face of this crisis, India’s woodlands were sought to be preserved by the passing of
the first Indian Forest Act in 1865, other acts followed in the years to come. The
initiatives came at individual levels as well. A few concerned individuals formed the
Bombay Natural History Society, whose objective was to preserve India’s flora and fauna.
They tried within their limited means to influence policy decisions of the colonial
government. There were the Planters’ Associations who voiced their concerns about the
depletion of flora and fauna as it jeopardized their interests but whatever their reasons
they tried to prevail upon the colonial government to intervene and take steps to preserve
the woodlands and animals. There were men like Jim Corbett and F.W. Champion who
could be called the harbingers of change. Corbett played an instrumental role in
persuading the provincial government to create India’s first national park in 1935, though
it was ironically named after Governor Malcolm Hailey who had gone out hunting and
angling mahaseer in the very tract that became the park. The park was set up with the
idea that the protection of tigers there would result in the increase of numbers and tigers
would spill into the adjacent shooting bocks where hunting was legally permissible
therefore in this case essentially the concern for nature rose out of the ethos of the hunt.*®

However, the endeavour to preserve the wild which started with the passing of the
Act of 1865 and culminated in setting up the Hailey National Park denied its original
inhabitants the right of use and access, they were kept out by dint of force, their earlier
uses of the land re-defined as inappropriate or even illegal. The ‘wild’ now became the
exclusive domain of the colonizer, in a sense the concept of the ‘wild’ was a colonial
construct used to consciously debar the colonized ‘other’ from this site. Once the wild
was set aside within the fixed and carefully policed boundaries of the modern
bureaucratic state, it was thought to become relatively less savage and perhaps safer: a
place more of reverie than of revulsion or fear, an exclusive premise of the white sahib
and their native collaborators, a place of recreation where leisure hunts could be pursued
as well as a place of economic opportunities where timber and other forest products could
be exclusively accessed. The ‘fencing’ of the woodlands was undertaken to make it more
predictable, more like the ‘forests’ back ‘home’, where one could go out to hunt or just
watch pristine nature in its unadulterated form. The desire was there but India’s
wilderness was a difficult terrain which was difficult to transform into the perfect ‘Eden’
of the colonial imagination.

24



ok~ own

10.
11.
12.

13.
14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.
22.

Notes and References:
Chapter Two

David Rothenberg & Martha Ulvaeus (ed.), The World and the Wild: Expanding
Wilderness Conservation Beyond its American Roots, Terra Nova, 2001, p. 14.
Exodus 32:1-35, KJV.

Exodus 14:3, KJV.

Mark 1:12-13, KJV; see also Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13.

John Milton, “Paradise Lost,” John Milton: Complete Poems and Major Prose,
ed. Merritt Y. Hughes, New York: Odyssey Press, 1957, pp. 280-81, lines 131-42
William Cronon, “Landscapes of Abundance and Scarcity,” in Clyde Milner et
al., eds., Oxford History of the American West, New York, 1994, pp. 603-37.
David Arnold, The Tropics and the Travelling Gaze: India, Landscape and
Science 1800-1856, Delhi:, 2005, p. 75.

Term borrowed from Jawaharlal Nehru’s Discovery of India.

Reginald Herber, Narrative of a Journey through the Upper Provinces of India,
Vol. 1, London:, 1828 p.2.

Alexander Duff, India and Indian Missions, Edinburgh, 1839, pp. 204-5.

David Arnold, op.cit., p. 44.

James R. Martin, The Influence of Tropical Climates on European Constitutions,
London, 1856, p. 5-8.

David Arnold, op.cit., p. 44.

Madhav Gadgil & Ramchandra Guha, (Term borrowed from) Use And Abuse of
Nature in Contemporary India, New Delhi, 1995.

Prem Chowdhury, Colonial India and the Making of Empire Cinema: Image,
Ideology and Identity, Manchester, 2000, p.1.

John Marriot, The Other Empire: Metropolis, India and Progress in the Colonial
Imagination, Manchester, 2003, p. 5.

Benjamin Heyne, Tracts Historical and Statistical, on India, London, 1814, pp.
33& 238.

Francis Zimmermann, The Jungle and the Aroma of Meats: An Ecological Theme
in Hindu Medicine, Berkeley, 1987, pp. 10-18.

Walter Hamilton, The East India Gazetteer, Vol.2, London, 1828, p.725.

Douglas M. Peers, “The Habitual Nobility of Bearing’: British Officers and the
Social Construction of the Bengal Army in the Early Nineteenth Century.”
Modern Asian Studies 25, 1991, p. 558.

Ronald Inden, Imagining India, Oxford, 1990, pp. 86-7.

David Arnold, op.cit., p. 81.

25



23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.
32.

33.

34.
35.

36.

37.
38.

39.
40.

41.
42.

43.

44,
45.

Emily Eden, Up the Country: Letters Written to Her Sister from the Upper
Provinces of India, London, 1983, p.70.

W.S. Seton-Karr, “The Plains of the Lower Ganges,” Calcutta Review 9, 1848, p.
9.

David Arnold, op.cit. p. 82.

J. Browne, India Tracts, London, 1788, pp. 9-10.

Susmita Roye & Rajeswar Mittapalli, The Male Empire Under the Female Gaze:
The British Raj and the Memsahib, New York, 2013, p.86.

A. I. R. Glasfurd, Leaves from an Indian Jungle: Gathered from Thirteen Years of
Jungle life in the Central Provinces, the Deccan and Berar, London, 1903. pp.
10& 11.

A. 1. R. Glasfurd, op. cit. p. 160.

Andrew Leith Adams, The Western Himalayas and Cashmere in the Wanderings
of a Naturalist in India, London, 1867, pp.2-3.

F. J. Shore, Report on the Dehra Doon, 1827-28, Calcutta, 1836 , p.18

J. D. Herbert, Report of the Mineralogical Survey of the Himalaya Mountains,
Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal, 11, 1842, p. viii, XXv.

Reginald Herber, Narrative of a Journey through the Upper Provinces of India,
3" ed., Vol.3, London, 1828, p. 246.

Ibid. p. 291.

Robert Elliot, Views in India, China and the Shores of the Red Sea,
(Emma Robert’s account in it), Vol.1, London, 1835, p. 59.

William Lloyd, Narratives of a Journey from Caunpore to the Boorendo Pass in
the Himalayan Mountains, Vol. 1, London, 1840, p. 267.

David Arnold, op. cit., p. 103

Joseph Davy Cunningham, “Notes on Moorcroft’s Travels in Ladakh”, Journal of
the Asiatic Society of Bengal, 13, 1844, p. 172.

David Arnold, op. cit., p. 69

Claudius Buchanan, Christian Researches in Asia, 5" ed., London, 1812, p. 19,
23, 24, 28.

P. Seshadri, An Anglo-Indian Poet: John Leyden, Madras, 1912, p. 59-60.

Henry David Thoreau, “Walking,” The Works of Thoreau, ed. Henry S. Canby
Boston, Massachusetts, 1937, p. 672.

John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra (1911), reprinted in John Muir: The
Eight Wilderness Discovery Books, London, Seattle, Washington 1992, p. 211.
Alfred Route, National Parks: The American Experience, 2nd ed. Lincoln, 1987
Mahesh Rangarajan, India’s Wildlife History: An Introduction, Delhi, 2001,
(paperback ed. 2005), pp. 72 & 77.

26



CHAPTER THREE
MAPPING THE WILD: THE CASE OF BENGAL

The ‘Tropics’ in European imagination registered through scenery, climate,
vegetation, disease, animal life and human diversity® began to unfold in a kaleidoscopic
manner, as the English ships navigated through the mud flats, innumerable water
channels and dense and mysterious jungles of the Sundarbans and reached Lower Bengal.
As in the rest of the sub-continent, Bengal too evoked contradictory responses from the
English. On the one hand, they were enthralled by the idyllic tropics, places of Edenic
plenitude and fecundity enlivened and elevated to the heights of wonder and
enchantment? by the brilliant variety of its flora, fauna and its varied landscape, its
gurgling streams, its mighty rivers, its fertile plains and lofty snow covered peaks and
exotic people on the other, appalled by the intolerable heat and enervating humidity, the
insects and pests, diseases, violent storms, savage nature, menacing crocodiles in rivers
and prowling tigers in jungles and the ‘superstitious and savage’® people.

Bengal presented in microcosm incredible India. The great diversity of India’s
natural world, its varied landscape, its different zones of climate and vegetation were all
encountered here. The English soon realized that Bengal like the rest of India could not
be typified as only ‘tropical’ as could the West Indies or Haiti or even Burma, Siam or
Sumatra. The first impression of Bengal was depressing. The mud-banks, flooded forests
and tangled vegetation of the Sundarbans, a land of deadly fever, of marauding tigers,
man-eating crocodiles and noxious people who practiced infanticide in the Sagar islands
appeared dreary and awful but beyond this dreadful region lay a ‘perfect paradise’ %, a
land with ‘rich variegated foliage’, ‘groves of towering cocoa-palms’ waving their
‘feathery plumes in the breeze’, ‘richly scented air and brilliant sunshine’ which aroused
‘pleasurable sensations’.®> But again this delight gave way to dismay. Travelling along the
Damodar in western Bengal in December 1829, Victor Jacquemont, a Frenchman by birth
but taken up by the Governor General, Lord Bentinck, recorded his first sighting of
‘jungle’. He commented thus:

“l must confess that | was greatly disappointed. | had imagined an impenetrable
forest, offering the whole wealth of colour of tropical vegetation, bristling with thorny
trees, intertwined with bushy shrubs, with creepers growing right up to the tops of the
tallest trees and descending gracefully in cascades of flowers. But far from it! | found
myself amongst woods even more monotonous than that of Europe....” ®
Moving up from the plains of Bengal the English experienced a landscape with which
they had not been acquainted before, the Duars, the low lying swampy land, covered with
thick vegetation, the home of magnificent sal trees but an extremely unhealthy land, the
abode of deadly insects and ferocious beasts, the land of disease and death. But the area
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had immense economic potential as they were to discover later. John. F. Gruning
remarked:

“Jalpaiguri has an unenviable reputation for fever; in the tract adjoining

Dinajpur, a very serious type of malaria fever is prevalent, while in the Western Duars
the dreaded black-water fever claims many victims, and seldom a year passes without
several deaths among Europeans from that cause.” ’
However the lofty Himalayas further north with its salubrious climate, the pines and the
deodars gave the English a feel of ‘home’ and often one finds them waxing eloquent
about these mountains. Isabel Savory comments, ‘Switzerland and the Alps are a little
playground; the Himalayas are a world of their own.’® The Darjeeling district was
nature’s treasure trove, the richness and variety of the vegetation of the district not to
mention its teeming and varied fauna was impressive indeed.

BENGAL: THE LAND OF NATURAL DIVERSITY

The diversity of Bengal’s natural world needs to be delved upon to give an insight
into the English experience with this part of the world. Colonial linguistic Bengal
encompassed most of the present day Indian state of West Bengal as also most of today’s
Bangladesh barring the native states. The region can broadly be divided into two parts,
Lower Bengal and Northern Bengal but that would discount the areas of Bengal that were
transferred to the new Province of Eastern Bengal and Assam during the Partition of
Bengal in 1905. The study would thus take into account the vast repertoire of natural
wealth of those areas that were incorporated into the new province. The Bengal District
Gazetteers and the Eastern Bengal and Assam District Gazetteers give in depth accounts
of the physical features and the flora and fauna of the period, though most of them were
written in the early twentieth century when the jungles were either converted into arable
or were transformed into well-ordered ‘forests’ still they do give a fair idea of that Bengal
that was first encountered by the English. Their bewilderment and enchantment of
coming into contact with such an diverse array of natural features, from the mighty rivers
to the seasonal streams, the khals and bils and marshlands, the ever shifting chars, the
creeks and islands, the rolling hills, the swaying fields, the mighty Himalayas and the
plateau of the Manbhum region can be clearly understood when these Gazetteers are
studied. The Gazetteers can also be seen as an effort by the colonial authorities to take up
a detailed study of the region and create a knowledge bank which would facilitate their
endeavour to extend their control and command over this region.
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LOWER BENGAL

The region comprised of the districts of Jessore, Khulna, 24 Parganas, Calcultta,
Howrah, Hugli, Midnapore, Burdwan, Birbhum, Bankura, Manbhum, Murshidabad and
Nadia. Deltaic Bengal is interspersed with rivers and numerous water channels, swamps
and shallows occur extensively and the alluvium brought down by the rivers make the
area extremely fertile. However in spite of these similarities there exist many differences
within this sub area, in the topography, physical features, settlement patterns and land use
not to mention flora and fauna which the English were to discover in course of their rule.
The lowest part of the delta formed by the Ganga, Jamuna- Brahmaputra and the Meghna
rivers is known as the Sunderbans where the world’s largest mangrove forest lies and
which has always been synonymous with fear and anxiety. The diverse and unique nature
of this land continued to appal and enthral them.

JESSORE

The district of Jessore was a part of the Presidency Division and lay between the
delta of the Hooghly and the Padma. It consisted of a wide alluvial plain intersected by
numerous rivers, which again were connected by interlacing cross-channels, called khals.
Most of the rivers, here had silted up, losing their connection with the parent stream and
becoming year by year more shallow, the result being that, for the greater part of the year,
their channels contained no flowing water, but a series of stagnant pools, which were
flushed only in the rains. In the south, however, where the country merged into the
swamps of the lower delta, the rivers were tidal and not dependent for their supply on the
Ganges floods. Proceeding from west to east, four great rivers took off from the Ganges
in this part of the delta, viz., the Bhagirathi, the Jalangi, the Matabhanga, and the Garai,
which in its lower reaches was known as the Madhumati.

The indigenous flora comprised the babul and the banyan, pipal, tamarind, and
mulberry. The north and west of the district were dotted with numerous groves of date-
palms, date-palms were especially numerous in the western half of the Jessore Bangaon
and Jhenida subdivisions, which had been described as ‘the date garden of Bengal’.

When the English came to this area wild buffaloes were common as were
leopards, wolves, wild pigs, jackals, foxes, porcupines and wild cat. Game birds
abounded in the numerous water-bodies and marshes of the district. L.S.S.0’Malley
wrote:

“Fifty years ago wild buffaloes were hunted in the Jhenida subdivision by
Europeans on horse-back, but have now entirely disappeared. Tigers are also extinct,
and though old reports speak of wolves in the district, none are now to be found.
Leopards however are found all over the district, and are especially numerous in the
jungles of the Bangaon and Jhenida subdivisions. Wild pigs are very common in the
higher and less accessible parts of the district. Jackals are very common and with
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vultures do useful scavengers work. Foxes are also fairly numerous. Porcupines and the
wild cat called khatash are found in smaller numbers.

Among game birds may be mentioned partridge and quail. Wild ducks, geese,
snipe and teal, etc., are found in the bils and baors which are numerous in the district. In
the cold weather the bils or marshes teem with wild fowl from the ponderous and somber-
hued grey goose to the light and bright-plumaged blue-winged teal.”

The rivers, marshes and tanks in the district abounded in innumerable varieties of
fish like rui, katla, mrigel, baush, bhetki, boal, ar, dhain and chital among larger fish, and
kai, magur, singi,bacha, pabda, tengra, khaira, puti, maya, etc., among smaller fish. The
hilsa was found in the Ichhamati, as well as in the Madhumati or Garai, Nabaganga and
Chitra.?

KHULNA

The district of Khulna formed the extreme south east portion of the Presidency
Division of the Province of Bengal. Taken as a whole, Khulna, was a low-lying fen
country, occupying the central portion of the Southern delta between Hooghly and
Meghna estuary and intersected by a large number of rivers and estuaries, which again
were connected by innumerable interlacing cross-channels. The country was flat, the
banks of rivers higher than the adjacent land, so that the land sloping away from them on
either side formed a series of depression between their courses and there were numerous
marshes and large tracts were swampy. The southern part of the district was part of the
Sundarbans and was covered with swamps, ending towards the coast in a network of
sluggish channels and backwaters. This was a landscape which was not only unfamiliar
but incomprehensible to the unaccustomed eye of the English. This tract was intersected
throughout by large rivers and estuaries running from north to south. Between the larger
rivers and estuaries, were numerous streams and watercourses, called khals, forming a
perfect network of channels and ending ultimately in little creeks which served to drain
off the water from depressions between the larger rivers. The whole country (Sundarbans)
was in fact a labyrinth of rivers and watercourses, connected by innumerable
distributaries, which, after endless bifurcations and inter lacings, united into large
estuaries falling into the Bay of Bengal.

The sea coast fringed by a belt of low-lying swamp and uninhabited jungle
extended for miles inland. The whole coast was full of breakers and consequently
difficult to approach except by a few tortuous channels. It was intersected by numerous
estuaries whose mouths are often obstructed by sandbars, which effectually prevented the
passage of vessels of any size. This land was indeed difficult terrain and had peculiar
vegetation consisting of two types of palms: the Nipa fruit canes in the swamps and the
river banks and the Phoenix palmdosa in drier localities, two species completely
unknown to the English. There was other estuarine vegetation too which were unfamiliar
to the European eye. The flat swampy islands, surrounded by interlacing creeks and
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channels in the lower Delta, were covered by dense forest. The most plentiful and
important species was the sundari. In the swamp forests the sundari and its associates
largely disappeared and were composed mainly of geoa. Nearer the sea the geoa in turn
disappeared, and the forest was almost exclusively composed of mangroves. This pure
mangrove forest sometimes extended into the tides but at other times was separated from
the waves along the sea face by a line of low sand, hills on which reappeared some of the
swamp forest species.

This terrain abounded with wild animals and included the ubiquitious tiger,
leopards, rhinoceros, wild buffalo, wild pig, wild cat, deer, porcupines, and monkeys.
These animals were found for the most part in the Sundarbans to the south and were
comparatively scarce in the north. The rhino was commonly found in the eighteenth
century as Alexander Hamilton, writing of the Sundarbans in 1727, described them as
containing many of these animals. Even as late as 1859 the country at the mouth of the
Malancha and Raimangal rivers was said to have been infested by rhinos and deer. Tigers,
however were exceptionally numerous, and many of them were man-eaters, according to
O’Malley; whether they were actually man-eaters or were forced to turn into the same
due to increasing incursions into their territory is a matter of debate but they were
scourges, feared and thereby sought to be killed at the first opportunity. Leopards are also
numerous in the Sundarbans and in the newly reclaimed land, where they took up their
quarters in thickets near human habitations and carried off cattle and other animals. Wild
pigs were also numerous and destructive to crops and deer also did great damage in
November and December when they came in hordes to feast on the young paddy that
grew in the deltaic region — they included spotted deer, hog deer, barking deer.

The region abounded in birds. Game birds included wild goose, wild duck, cranes,
jungle fowl, snipe, partridge and numerous water fowl which were common in the
Sundarbans and the large bils situated in the interior. Among other birds the most famous
was, the adjunant which was of two kinds, one the common Ardea gigantea, the other the
maralsout adjunant, from which was obtained the beautiful feathers bearing that name.
There were fishing and other eagles, vultures, kites, hawks, owls, mainas, doves,
parroqutes, fly-catchers, orioles, woodpecks, sandpipers, egrets, waders, small and large
spoonbills, pelicans, storks, paddy birds, herons etc. The region had a remarkable avian
life.

This land of the rivers, creeks, estuaries, bils and mud flats had another danger
lurking in their midst; crocodiles. Sharks, also, were by no means uncommon in the
larger streams and estuaries. The district was also an anglers paradise, its water-bodies
abounded with a large variety of fish. 1°

24 PARGANAS

The 24-Parganas lying within the limits of the Gangetic delta comprised two
divisions with very different characteristics, viz, the northern inland tract, which was a
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fairly well raised delta land of old formation and the low lying Sundarbans towards the
sea board on the south. The northern tract was a land of sluggish or stagnant rivers whose
beds were out of reach of the scour of the tides. The division which formed a part of the
Sundarbans, on the other hand, were a network of tidal channels, rivers, creeks and
islands. Some of these islands were mere swampy morasses, covered with low forest and
scrub-wood jungle. This seaboard area was a typical specimen of new deltaic formation
which exhibited the process of land-making in an unfinished state, and presented the last
stage in the life of a great river. The district was criss crossed by rivers, the principal
rivers being the Hooghly, Bidyadhari, Piali and Jamuna, but practically each river formed
the centre of a minor system of interlacing distributaries of its own. There were
innumerable other rivers, and estuaries and islands were also present here. The main
islands being the Sagar Island, Mecklenberg Island later renamed as Fraserganj, Lothian
Island, Halliday Island etc. Between the large estuaries and rivers were innumerable
streams and water courses, called khals, forming a perfect network of channels and the
district was studded with large swamps and marshes.

The natural vegetation comprised numerous marsh species and in the Sundarbans,
the Sundari and geoa prevailed. This was tiger country and one Mr. F. B. Bradley-Birt,
I.C.S recounted that in the Sundarbans it was impossible to land anywhere in that tract
without coming across the pugs, or foot-prints, of that animal. The Sunderban tiger had
adapted to its habitat and were expert swimmers crossing the khals and the rivers and
preying on deer that abounded in the region. The other animals which were plentiful were
the barking deer, hog deer, wild pig, panther, the fishing cat, civet cat, palm cat,
mongoose, jackal, fox and monkeys. The avian life was varied but game birds were few,
only the jungle fowl was found here. But geese, mallards, pochars teal, pintail, gadwall
etc. were common in the Sagar Island. The snipe, golden plover, curlew, Kites, hawks,
mainas, golden orioles, sandpipers, egrets, plovers, waders, pelicans, herons, owls, doves,
crows, woodpeckers, jays and other small birds were also seen.

Fish were plentiful; the varieties commonly found in the Sundarbans were the
bhekti, hilsa, tapsi, bhangan, kan-magur, rekha, ruche, chitra or bisatara, parse, tengra,
banspata, ditnia, magur and kai. The ‘kumbhir’, or marsh crocodile, was found in tanks,
jhils and the upper reaches of all the rivers in the district. The larger animals attacked
man. Another species, the estuarine crocodile (C. porosus), inhabited the lower reaches of
the rivers right up to sea face and were believed to be man-eating crocodiles. The snub-
nosed crocodile (incorrectly called an alligator) were seen in large numbers along banks
of streams, especially during the cold weather.*

NADIA

The district of Nadia formed the north-eastern portion of the Presidency Division.
It was a flat country and the general aspect of it was a vast level alluvial plain, dotted
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with villages and clusters of trees and intersected by numerous rivers, back waters, minor
streams and swamps.

The whole district was a net work of moribund rivers and streams, but the
Bhagirathi, the Jalangi and the Matabhanga were the three which were known as the
“Nadia Rivers”. The Padma impinged on the district at its most northerly corner, at the
point where it threw off the Jalangi, and flowed along the northern border in a direction
slightly south of east. Other rivers were Jalangi, Bhirab, Bhagirathi, Matabhanga, Churni,
Ichhamati, Kabadak, Ga rai. The district also has a number of lakes and marshes.

The stretches of low-lying land afforded a foothold for many marsh species,
while the numerous ponds and ditches are filled with submerged and floating water plants.
The edges of sluggish creeks were lined with large sedges and bulrushes, and the banks
of rivers frequently had a hedge-like shrub jungle. The sides of embankments and village
sites, where not occupied by human habitations, were densely covered with large growths
of semi-spontaneous vegetation, often interspersed with clumps of planted bamboos, and
groves of Areca, Moringa, Mangifera, and Anona. Waysides and waste places were filled
with grasses and weeds, usually of little intrinsic interest, but sometimes striking because
of their distribution.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century tigers were common in the more
sparsely inhabited portions of the district near the Bhagirathi, their depredations was
reported from Chakdaha. However in due course these animals disappeared, and were
confined to the areas near the Sundarbans. Leopards, however, were fairly common,
especially in the Meherpur and Kushtia subdivisions and they did a good deal of damage
to goats and young cattles, as well as killed one or two human beings yearly. Wild hogs
were common, especially where protected for the purpose of pig-sticking. Among lesser
fauna were foxes, hares and porcupines. Monkeys (the black-faced Hanumans or langurs)
were numerous and destructive. Jackals are credited with carrying off about 100 infants
yearly, and many cases of hydrophobia were caused by their bites. Crocodiles were fairly
common, especially in the Garai and other rivers in the north of the district, and they
occasionally killed human beings.

Of game-birds, the florican used to breed on the fields of Plassey, but later
deserted them. Snipe were very common in the south of the district during the latter part
of the rains and the beginning of the cold weather. Various kinds of wild ducks and other
aquatic birds were found in large numbers in the east and north of the district during the
cold weather, and wild geese were common in the Padma. A few partridge and quail were
occasionally met with. Snakes were common, and accounted for some 400 deaths
annually.

Fish abounded in most of the rivers and bils, and very large catches of hilsa were
made in the Padma during the rainy season. 2
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MURSHIDABAD

Murshidabad was the north-western district of the Presidency Division or
Commissionership. The river Bhagirathi, flowing from north to south through the district,
divided it into two almost equal portions, the tract to the west of the river was locally
known as Rarh, and the tract to the east as Bagri. The western tract, or Rarh, consisted of
lateritic clay and nodular limestone. The land was, high and slightly undulating, but was
interspersed with numerous swamps and beds of old rivers. The tract called the Hijal,
situated in the south-west of the district near the confluence of the Mor and Dwarka,
offered a very different aspect. The country became more open, and, in place of rice
fields, large stretches of thatching grass covered an almost treeless plain. Village sites
here were few, and there was a marked absence of forest growth. The Bagri, or eastern
tract, differed in no material respects from the ordinary alluvial plains of Bengal. It lay
almost entirely between the Ganges, Bhagirathi and Jalangi rivers, and was permeated by
several other off-shoots of the great river.

Rivers of the district comprised of the Ganges or Padma, Bhagirathi, Bhairab,
Jalangi, Sialmari, Gobra Nullah, Bansloi and Dwarka or Babla. Among minor rivers
could be mentioned the Brahmi, the Mor (or Maurakhi or Kana) and the Kuiya and there
were many small lakes or lagoons, commonly called bils or jhils, most of which were the
remnants of old river beds. The best known of these is the Motijhil, or Pearl Lake, a fine
horse-shoe lake about two miles from the town of Mushidabad, which has been formed
by a change in the course of the Bhagirathi.

The botanical features of Murshidabad were those characteristic of the deltaic
districts of Central Bengal. The swamps afford a foothold for numerous marsh species,
while ponds and ditches are filled with submerged and floating water plants. The edges of
sluggish creeks are lined with sedges and bulrushes, and the banks of rivers have a hedge-
like scrub jungle. The country was on the whole well wooded with mango groves,
bamboo clumps and banyan, papal, babul, bel, jack, tamarind, coconut and date-palm
trees.

In about the middle of the nineteenth century, Colonel Gastrell remarked in his
Statistical and Geographical Report on Murshidabad (1857): “The advance of cultivation
is rapidly driving the wild animals away. All are becoming more and more scarce, and
but little sport is met now to be found in the district.” By the early twentieth century
leopards were found in some parts, more particularly in the Jalangi thana (eg. at
Khayramari) and in the neighbourhood of Murshidabad, where they could find cover in
abandoned gardens and ruinous country houses. In the Kandi and Jangipur sub-divisions,
where there was scarcely any heavy jungle left, they had practically disappeared, and
only a stray leopard was occasionally seen. Wolves, however, were sometimes found in
the Kandi sub-division, where they did some damage to sheep and goats. Jackals were
ubiquitious, and had an evil reputation for carrying off and devouring infants, more
especially in the Jangipur subdivision. Wild pigs were plentiful in the Bagri and along the
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chars of the Ganges, and also in the Hariharpara thana. Monkeys (the black-faced
Hanuman or langurs) were numerous and destructive in towns, where they did much
damage in gardens and orchards and to the mango crop when it was ripening.

The game birds of the district consisted of snipe, wild duck, quail, partridge,
pigeon, teal and geese. During the cold weather good sport could be obtained with snipe,
duck ,teal and geese on the bils, more especially the Jalangi and Telkar Bils ; among
ducks and pintail, pochard and gadwall, and among teal, the painted, blue-winged and
cotton are common. All the usual waders were also met with.

The common varieties of snakes, such as cobras, karaits, etc., were found; the
mortality from snake-bite was considerable in years of flood, when they are driven to dry
ground in the vicinity of villages and homesteads. Crocodiles were fairly common in the
rivers and in the swamps or bils; they were also met with in tanks in the Jangipur
subdivision.

The more valuable fish caught in the rivers, bils and tanks belonged to the carp
family (Cyprinida), such as ruhi, katla, mirgal, etc., or were Siluridae, such as boail and
magur. Large catches of hilsa were made in the Padma or Ganges.*®

BIRBHUM

Birbhum was the northernmost district of the Burdwan Division. A suggestion is
that it signifies forest land, bir in Santali means jungle. Throughout almost the entire area
of the district the surface was broken by a succession of undulations, the general trend of
which was north-west to south-east. Near the western boundary they rose into high ridges
of laterite, separated by valleys a mile or more in width. To the south east these upland
ridges were less pronounced, while the valleys become narrower and gradually merged
into the broad alluvial plains of the Gangetic delta. The larger ridges were covered with
thick but stunted sal forest, only the bottom of the valleys was cultivated. The rapidity
with which hills changed to ridges, ridges to undulations and undulations to level country
varied considerably.

In the eastern portion, the vegetation was characteristic of rice fields in Bengal
generally; aquatic or palustrine genera being abundant. In the drier undulating country to
the west there were shrubs and herbs that grews on laterite soil. Around villages were the
usual clumps of mango trees, palms, bamboos and other trees, among which species of
the fig family jack and arjun (Terminalia arjuna) were often present. On the borders of
the Santhal Parganas the remains of forest were found containing sal, piar (Buchanania
latifolia), dhan (Anogeissus latifolia), kend (Diospyros melanoxylon) and mahua (Bassia
latifolia). This area in about the middle of the eighteenth century was a thick jungle of
waving plains of grass. The district was well drained by a number of rivers and rivulets
running in nearly every case from west to east with a slight southerly inclination. Only
two rivers of any magnitude viz. the Mor and the Ajai flowed over the district.
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The carnivora of the district consisted of leopards, bears, wolves and other
similar species. The ungualata were represented by wild pigs. Leopards and bears were
very rare but sometimes they migrated from the neighbouring hills in the Santal Parganas.
Wild pigs were found in isolated tracts, especially along river banks and in jungles
traversed by water-courses. Besides them, the long-tailed ape called Hanuman, other,
hares, foxes and jackals were common; in some parts of the district.

The birds chiefly consisted of partridges, green pigeons and various water fowl.
The grey partridge was plentiful and green pigeons were usually seen on the highest
branches of pipal trees when they bore fruit. Among water-fowl, comb and Brahmani
ducks were found in abundance. Geese visited in cold weather and came in large flocks to
feed on the rice crops. Snipe were found in great numbers in swampy places and in the
beds of rivers, and were most common in the east of the district.

The principal rivers of the district the Ajai and the Mor, contained rui, katla and
sometimes hilsa. Tanks which were numerous in the district are stocked with rui, katla,
mirgel, magur, koi and other small fish. Alligators were seen in tanks near Mayureswar.4

BANKURA

Bankura was the western most district of the Burdwan Division. The district
consisted of two distinct tracts. The western portion marked the first step of the gradual
descent from the tableland of Chota Nagpur to the delta of Lower Bengal, consisting as it
did, in great measure, of the spurs projecting from the western tableland and of low
swelling ridges of laterite. In the central portion of the district the country was more open
and consisted of a series of rolling downs, which eventually merged with the alluvial
plain formed by the silt brought down by the great Gangetic rivers. The difference
between the deltaic tract to the east and the rolling uplands and isolated hills to the west
has been well described by Sir William Hunter, who wrote :- “In Bankura the alluvial
flats end in the undulations, isolated peaks, and short, low ranges which form the
advanced guard of the hill system of the central Indian plateau. A poor, ferruginous soil
and hard beds of laterite here take the place of the fertile deltaic detritus, with expanses of
scrub-jungle and sal woods for the closely-tilled village lands of the east. Instead of a
wealthy and well-educated population of Hindus and Muhammadans, the western tract is
comparatively thinly inhabited by races or castes of a less advanced type, and into whose
constitution the aboriginal or semi-Hinduized element strongly enters.”

In the eastern portion of the district, and in the tracts adjoining the Damodar river,
the scenery on the whole appeared tame and monotonous to the English, for the eye
constantly rested on wide expanses of rice fields, green in the rains but parched and dry
in the hot weather. These fields, however, were fringed round by villages, encircled by
clumps of bamboos, mango groves, plantain gardens and palm trees, which had a quiet
beauty of their own and relieved the monotony of the scenery. Leaving the alluvial flats,
the ground gradually became more broken, more elevated, and at the same time less
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cultivated. Rocks cropped out, and small boulder-covered knolls made their appearance.
Long broken ridges were either bare or covered by low jungle. During the hot weather the
dry red soil and scarcity of trees gave this part of the country a scorched and dreary
appearance, but in the rains the fresh green of the young rice and the foliage of the scrub-
jungle formed attractive contrasts of colouring. The scenery in this part of the district had
a distinctly park-like aspect. A traveller suddenly brought here might almost imagine
himself transported to some English park, and in other places was agreeably surprised to
find a long vista of trees stretching along a red laterite road, which passed into the
hollows and again mounted the slopes.

The hills of the district consisted of the outliers of the Chota Nagpur plateau, and
only two are of any great height, viz., Susunia and Biharinath. There are several low hills
in the Saltora outpost in the north-west, but the only other hills in this part of the district
that called for separate mention are Mejia and Kora (or Karo, also called Kanra). To the
south in thanas Khatra and Raipur were a number of low but picturesque hills.

The district was bounded on the north by the Damodar river and intersected by a
number of rivers flowing from north-west to south-east in courses roughly parallel to one
another. The chief tributary of the Damodar was the Sali. Of the other rivers flowing
through Bankura the most important were the Dhalkisor or Dwarkeswar. During its
course through the district the Dhalkisor received many tributaries, the principal of which
were the Gandheswari, the Kukhra and the Birai, all small streams with Bamandihi in
Khatra. There was also a minor river in Raipur thana called the Bhairabbanki. There were
no natural lakes or canals or artificial watercourses in the district, expect an artificial
channel, called the Subhankari Khal.

The uplands were still covered in many parts with wide stretches of low scrub-
jungle or of young sal saplings, with occasionally dense thorny undergrowth in the early
twentieth century. In the west and south, trees of larger growth were found.

The eastern portion of the district formed part of the rice plains of Western
Bengal, and land under rice cultivation contained the usual marsh weeds of the Gangetic
plain. On the ponds, ditches and still streams, floated aquatic plants, accompanied by
many submerged water weeds. Some species of figs, most notably the pipal and banyan,
with the red cotton tree, mango and jiyal, made up the arbores cent part of the thickets, in
which Pheanix dactylifera and Borassus flabellifer were often present in considerable
guantities. Roadsides were often clothed with a swath of short grasses, and open glades
with taller grasses of a course character, while in dry places there were several kinds of
grasses peculiar to dry regions that have wandered from the west to this district. The rest
of the district was higher, and here the uplands were bare or covered with a scrub-jungle
of Zizyphus and other thorny shrubs. This scrub-jungle gradually merged into forest,
where sal was gregarious, while the low hills were covered by a mixed forest containing
species of Miliusa, Schleichera, Diospyros and other trees. The asan, the babul, the bair,
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the bel, the dhaman tree, the gab tree, the mahua, the palas, the kend and the jiyal tree
were common.

According to a report furnished by the District Officer, tigers still occasionally
frequented the jungles at Saltora in the north-west and in the Raipur than to the south-
west even in the early twentieth century. Leopards, wild bear and hyeanas were said to be
found in the jungles at Barsingha, Satgachi, Manikbazar and Bansi in the Jayraampur
outpost; at Hatbari, Krishnaganj, Jadabnagar and Jirmohan in the Kotalpur thana; at
Belband, Belsulia and Kamarpokhur in the Bishnupur thana; in the low jungle-clad hills
of thana Raipur; at Saulia, Jaykrishnapur, Dhabani and Beliatore in the Barjora outpost ;
at Sialpahari, Kochdanga, Dhansimla and Dhandol in the Sonamukhi than ; and in the
jungles to the south of the Taldangra outpost. Spotted deer were reported to have their
habitat at the Tura hill and in the jungles of Jhari, Talghari and Dubrajpur in thana Raipur.
However, that there were no well-authenticated instances of tiger being found in the
district since the early sixties of the nineteenth century, and that the natives often used the
term bara bagh for large leopards or panthers, which were still plentiful in parts of the
district. Wild elephants were formerly fairly numerous, but had disappeared by the early
twentieth century. The common black or sloth bear was still fairly plentiful. Leopards
were still found. Among other carnivorous animals the following were fairly common:-
hyenas, jackals, fox, civet cats, and wild cats of several species, as well as the ubiquitous
mongoose. Wild pig and wolves were rarer, but were occasionally met with, and wild
dogs were still more uncommon. Deer were rare, and could only be found in the extreme
west, on the borders of the Manbhum, where a few spotted, hog, barking, ravine, and
dwarf deer were occasionally seen, but the noble sambar seldom, if ever.

Pea-fowl were still fairly numerous in some parts of the district. Among other
game birds were grey and black partridge, jungle fowl, quail, pigeons and an occasional
lesser florican. On the Damodar and Kasai rivers several species of wild goose, duck
snipe and ordinary water-fowl were found in fair numbers. Other common birds were
those usually met with in other parts of Bengal, ranging from the vulture and fish-eagle to
the bulbul, sparrow, honey-sucker, and other birds.

The fish found in Bankura were the common ones met with in other parts of
Bengal and are mostly caught in tanks or irrigation reservoirs. The most common species
were the rui, mirgel and katla. Large prawns were caught in the shallows of the rivers.

Snakes were not very numerous, but several varieties are found, including the
cobra and karait (Bungarus coeruleus), the dhaman, which grows to a large size, an
occasional python in the hilly and rocky parts, and the ordinary grass and other harmless
snakes.®®

MANBHUM

The district of Manbhum formed the eastern part of the Chota Nagpur Division.
The district took its name from one of its most easterly Parganas, at the chief place in
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which, Manbazar or Manbhum Khas, was the head-quarters of the jungle Mahals district
from 1833 to 1838, in the earlier of which years the Manbhum district was constituted.

The district had been described as the first step of a gradual descent from the table
land of Chota Nagpur to the Delta of Lower Bengal; more properly it was the last step in
the descent of the great elevated high lands of Central India, the Chota Nagpur plateau
with its general elevation of 2000 to 2500 feet forming the intermediate stage. The
general characteristics were those of an upland district, consisting, as it did, in great
measure, of metamorphic rocks, spurs projected from the table land on the west, and
swelling ridges of laterite. Towards the east, as the metamorphic rocks thinned out, the
laterite ridges thickened, the undulations so characteristic of Chota Nagpur were less
pronounced.

In the adjoining Pargana of Jhalda, there began a series of isolated groups of hills
and isolated peaks, some of them of considerable elevation, which still further south
formed a regular range known as the Baghmundi or Ajodhya range, which in places
reached an elevation of over 2000 feet and formed the water-shed between the
Subarnarekha and the Kasai rivers. This range, which was rather a plateau of
considerable extent, on which there are a number of flourishing villages, than a mere
range of hills, ended somewhat abruptly in Pargana Matha.

Practically continuous with the last, save for the very narrow valley of the
Subarnarekha, was another range extending along the Singhbhum boundary known by the
name of its highest peak, Dalma. Of picturesque scenery the more level portions
furnished but little in the dry months of the year except where the Parashnath or Tundi
ranges in the north, the Baghmundi range in the centre and west, and Dalma in the south
gave a striking background to the picture. There was a general absence of trees in this
part of the country and the fact that cultivation was almost entirely confined to the rice
crop, gave in the dry season the general appearance of a barren waste. In the rains the
prospect was more pleasing when the fresh green of the young rice shaded off into the
darker greens of the grass which sprang up everywhere when the first showers fell, and
contrasted with the browns of the ripening crops on the high lands, and of the bare gravel
ridges, varied here and there by the black masses of exposed rock. These effects were
naturally enhanced when the hills give a background of mingled jungle growth and
enormous masses of rock of quaint shapes and varying shades of colour. In the early hot
weather, the jungle-covered areas, whether in the hills or in the plain, presented for a time
a brilliant spectacle, the red blossom of the palas contrasting in striking fashion with the
fresh green of the new leaves. Generally it may be said of the district that, from the point
of view of the picturesque, the seasons of the new leaves and the palas blossom, that is to
say the early hot weather, and of the young rice, August-September, were the two most
favourable; of the constantly picturesque and of the grand there was little or none in
comparison with the more favoured high lands to the west. Highest within the district was
the crowning peak of the Dalma range (3,407 feet). The slopes of the hills were still
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covered with dense jungle in the early twentieth century. Manbhum appeared picturesque
as it contained spots of romantic loveliness; to the English the Bengal countryside did
occasionally offer grand, romantic vistas.

Following the natural slope of the district all the rivers which intersected or took
their rise within it, had an easterly or south-easterly course. The important rivers were the
Barakhar, Damodar, Dhalkisor and Silai, Kasai, Subarnarekha etc.

By the early twentieth century only a comparatively limited area, namely, along
the hill ranges to the north-west, south and south-west of the district, that Manbhum
could be described as a well wooded country, and even in these parts denudation had
gone on to such an extent that the amount of large timber left, except in the most
inaccessible places, was very small.

Of the four sections, therefore, into which Mr. V. Ball in 1869 divided the district,
the first, i.e., “original jungle lands in which trees are of large size” had almost entirely
disappeared. The second “stunted jungle land from which timber is regularly cut, and
where the trees are never allowed to attain respectable dimensions” described accurately
the bulk of the jungle that had survived. The third and fourth classes, “dry, gravelly and
rocky ground cut up by ravines, incapable of supporting a tree cultivation”, and ‘land
under cultivation” had proportionately increased; the former, owing to the practice of
“shuming” or bringing under cultivation jungle areas.

Mr. Ball gives us among the most characteristic trees in his first division the Sal,
Asan, Kusum, Kend and Piar. On the higher hills the bamboo as a rule took the place of
the other trees. Herbaceous plants were comparatively scarce, but there were numerous
large scented creepers among which the Butea superb with its magnificent orange-red
flowers, and the Bauhinia Vahlii were the most conspicuous; parasites and epiphytes are
represented by several species of loranthus and of orchids. Mr. Ball’s second and third
divisions had no very characteristic vegetation; stunted sal, the result of cutting the
original too high from the ground, the palas and various grasses and more or less dwarfed
bushes of different species formed the ordinary vegetation; in the area nearer the hills the
general appearance of open forest or park like country was preserved by the presence of
numerous mahua. These, as well as palas besides the various fig trees, the mango, bair,
nim or plum tree, jamun and jack with very occasional date palms, were the principal
varieties found in and near the cultivated tracts. The doctrine of ‘improvement’ which
was well established by the 1820s and 1830s had taken its toll on the flora of the district.

The district which had teemed with wild animals had by the turn of the twentieth
century become singularly destitute of wild animals and games of all descriptions. The
causes are not far to seek; cultivation and the clearing of jungles for this purpose had
widely extended during the last decade of the nineteenth and the first decade of the
twentieth century. The larger game that were still occasionally seen and shot were a stray
tiger or two, leopards (Felis pardus) were somewhat less rare in the same areas, and were
also met with at times in the jungles which ran up the banks of the Kasai river through
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Parganas Manbhum and Kasaipur. A very occasional tiger, was found on the Tundi range
and the foothills of Parashnath in the north. Other felines were represented by two or
more varieties of wild cat, specimens of which though rarely seen were probably fairly
numerous. The bear — the common black or sloth bear — was rather more common, and
was still to be found in most of the wooded hills on the north, west and south of the
district. Wolves were said to be fairly numerous on and near the Panchet hills. Hyanas
were to found in the same region. Jackals were numerous, but not nearly so common as
might be expected from the general appearance of the country. Of herbivorous
quadrupeds the sambar was almost extinct except on the Parashnath and Dalma ranges
where occasional specimens were seen. The barking deer was found occasionally in the
same areas. The four-horned antelope was also found. Wild pigs were rarely to be found
except in the dense jungles adjoining the Parashnath and Dalma ranges. The Indian Fox
was common throughout the district. The short-tailed Indian pangolin (Manis
crassicaudata) an animal almost peculiar to this and the Singhbhum district of which a
picturesque account was given in Hunter’s Statistical Account of the district was rarely
seen. Hares were very rare except where there are large areas of scrub jungles and
broken ground, their habits making them a very easy prey for the aboriginal tribes.

The game birds of Manbhum were few in number and variety; jungle spur and
pea fowl could be rarely found by the first half of the twentieth century and that too only
in the wildest parts of the district; the grey partridge was fairly common in suitable
country, the black was only very occasionally seen. Pigeon, both rock and green, were
fairly common. Of cold weather visitors, the snipe was the most numerous, and from
November till May a wisp or two could usually be found in the rice fields immediately
below most bandhs. Towards the end of the season when suitable grounds were less
numerous and of smaller area it was possible to get a fair bag. Wild geese resorted
regularly to the beds of the larger rivers, the Damodar, Kasai and Subarnarekha, and a
fair number of duck and teal were to be found on the larger bandhs throughout the district
particularly in the later months of the season. The most common varieties were the
common or the blue winged teal, the pintail, the white-eyed, common and red-crested
pochards, the gadwall and the shoveller ; whistling teal both great and lesser were found
occasionally and a fair number of cotton teal stayed through the year on some of the
larger tanks, near which there was cover for their breeding. Golden plovers were seen
occasionally in considerable flights on the high tanr lands where also the common plover
was fairly common. Of other birds the most common were the crow, the maina, the
sparrow and the paddy-bird.

Many of the tanks and irrigation bandhs were regularly stocked with fry of the rui,
mirgel and katla species, and various small species were to be found in almost every
piece of water. Hilsa and Bachua were caught in the Damodar and Subarnarekha during
the rains and both these rivers were said to contain mahseer.
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Snakes were not especially numerous; of the poisonous varieties the cobra and the
karait are fairly common; of others the most frequently seen was the Dhaman. In the hilly
areas, an occasional python was met with; and various harmless and grass snakes were
generally common. ¢

HOWRAH
The district of Howrah was situated in the south west of Burdwan. In general

shape, the district of Howrah was an irregular triangle bounded on the two sides by great
rivers. In the interior the country was broken up into extensive swamps or depressions,
which formed a vast sheet of water in the rains. The chief rivers were the Hooghly and its
branch the Saraswati. The Damodar had two branches, the Kana Damodar or Kansiki and
the Old Damodar and the Rupnarayan. The district was also interspersed by numerous
tributaries or effluents of the main rivers, which were generally called Khals or creeks.
The Hooghly was the main westerly channel by which the rivers of the Ganges entered
the Bay of Bengal, its easterly channel being the Padma, formed by the confluence of the
Bhagirathi, the Jalangi and Matabhanga. Accretions (chars) had been formed at various
places on the Howrah side of the river, eg. at Ghusuri, Shibpur, Ramkritapur, Sarenga
and Uluberia.

The natural vegetation was composed almost exclusively of the aquatic and
marsh plants to be met with in the alluvial rice fields of Bengal. Wild animals were
scarce. One or two leopards had been reported. Wild pigs abounded in parts of the
Uluberia sub-division and a few were found in the Jagatballabpur thana. Crocodiles were
sometimes to be seen on the banks of the Hooghly and Damodar rivers. In the cold
weather snipes of two or three varieties were fairly common in the paddy fields of
Dumjor, Sankrail and Jagatballabpur thanas and also in the Uluberia sub-division. The
common whistling and cotton teal were found in fair numbers in the flooded area
between Maju and Anita and sometimes two or three commoner varieties of ducks. The
principal varieties of the river fish netted in the Hooghly river were the hilsa, bhetki,
tengra and during the season tapsi or the mango fish. Walter Hamilton (1820) called it —
“as the best and highest flavoured fish not only in Bengal but in the whole world.”*’

HOOGHLY

The district of Hooghly formed part of the Burdwan divison. The name of the
district was derived from the Hogla plant. The scenery on the upper reaches of the
Hooghly had a quiet, if somewhat monotonous beauty, its banks being lined with huts,
orchards, white washed houses and temples , interspersed with clumps of bamboos ,
palms, and other trees. The district was mainly the product of its rivers and was well
watered, drained and partially changed by them. The large rivers were four in number —
the Hooghly, Damodar, Dwarakeswar and Rupnarayan. The smaller streams as a rule,
flowed from north to south, among them may be mentioned the Behula, the Kana nadi,
the Kunti nadi, the Saraswati, the Kansiki, the Kantul with the Gopalnagar, the Khia with
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the Julka, the Kana Damodar, the Madaria, the Besia or Sankibhanga, the Mundeswari,
the Kana Dwarakeswar, the Sankra, the Jhumjhumi, the Amodar and the Tarajuli. There
were no lakes in the district

There were no forests in the district but patches of scrub-jungle occured in thana
Goghat, where plants, characteristic of dry uplands made their appearance. The
vegetation on the whole was sparse, lacking both the large trees of the uplands and the
luxuriant undergrowth of the lowlands. The Arambagh sub-division had the usual aquatic
plants and marsh weeds common to alluvial lands. The tract between the Hooghly and the
Damodar contained plants generally found in Lower Bengal, both cultivated and wild.
First there were reeds, sages and aquatic plants in the marshes and swampy rice fields,
next weeds, shrubs and smaller plants in the fields and commons, a little higher up, lastly
surrounding the village itself, and belts of bamboos, cocoanuts, palms, mangoes, figs,
jack and other trees. The river banks, where not occupied by houses, ghats or roads, were
lined up with bamboos, figs, tamarisks and date-palm with thick undergrowth. Generally
speaking the most noticeable botanical feature of the district was the luxuriant growth of
plant life, natural to a soil of great natural fertility and abundant rainfall.

Among wild animals leopards are fairly common in the north of the district from
Palagarh to Guptipara, and were also found elsewhere. Stavorinus, writing about 1769-70,
said that, tigers were very numerous in the woods, and often sallied out into the inhabited
places; there were likewise a vast number of wild buffaloes in the woods. (Reference
according to Indian Gazette, four tigers were killed in Chinsurah in 1784). Both tigers
and wild buffaloes had long disappeared, the last occasion on which a tiger was reported
to have been seen being in 1830 among the ruins of Satgaon. Monkeys abounded all over
the district. Wild hogs were common in some parts, and did a good deal of damage to
crops in the Hooghly sub-division. Jackals were numerous, and other common mammals
were the musk-rat, common rat-mouse, small grey-stripped squirrel, civet cat and
mongoose. Hares occured in some parts, especially Dhaniakhali. Deer had been
exterminated by the twentieth century. Both the ordinary small bat and flying fox were
frequent. The Gangetic porpoise (Shusuk) was common in the Hooghly.

In the cold weather snipe, many kinds of teal and duck and other water-fowl
abounded in the numerous jhils and swamps. Waders of many kinds were common,
besides paddy-birds, sand-pipers, egrets, green shanks etc. several kinds of hawks and
kites could be seen. Vultures were common. Birds of fine plumage were fairly frequent
eg., jays, kingfishers, and several varieties of wood-peckers, fly-catchers etc.

Both kinds of crocodiles were found in the river Hooghly, viz., the gharial or
long nosed crocodile, and the snub-nosed crocodile, known as Kumbhir; but neither was
common. The iguana or guisamp, were found, as were smaller lizards. A small harmless
grass snake and the dhamin were common; while the cobra and the karait was frequently
seen. Insect, of all kinds, butterflies, moths, bees, ants, beetles etc. abounded. Locusts
existed.
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Many kinds of fish were caught in the rivers, marshes, fields and tanks. Sharks
were not uncommon in the Hooghly. The estuarine fish were bhetki, hilsa, parse, khayra
and phasa, mango fish or tapsi, etc. fresh water fish were members of the Indian carp
family, such as rui, katla, mirgel, kalbans and bala. Others species caught and sold were
chital, saralpunti, kholse, pabda and tengra. Several fresh water fish thrived in muddy
stagnant water eg. magur, koi, singi, sol and lata. The rivers abounded in crustacean,
especially shrimps, prawns and crabs, which were largely consumed. 8

BURDWAN

The district of Burdwan laid mainly between the Ajay, the Bhagirathi or Hooghly,
and the Damodar rivers. The district fell naturally into 2 main divisions. The eastern
portion comprising the Burdwan, Kalna and Katwa sub-division, was an alluvial plain
enclosed by the Ajay, the Bhagirathi and the Damodar on the north, east and the south
and bounded by the Asansol sub-division on the west. To the west the district narrowed
to a mere strip of rocky, undulating land, lying between the Ajay and the Damodar rivers,
elsewhere the country was densely cultivated. Large trees were scarce, but the clumps of
bamboos, the mango groves and the date and other palms which encircled the houses had
a quiet beauty of their own.

The great drainage was from west to south-west to east. The western portion of
the district resembled a promontory jutting out from the hill ranges of Central India and
consisted of barren, rocky and rolling country with a laterite soil rising into rocky
hillocks on the right bank of the Ajay river and shut in the west, north and south by the
hills of Chota Nagpur and the Santal Parganas. The actual headland of this peninsula was
formed by the pargana of Gopbhum formerly by tradition the seat of a Sadgop dynasty.
This tract was practically treeless though a portion was still covered with sal forests and
before the discoveries of coal in the nineteenth century the area was a tremendous
wilderness dotted at long intervals by tiny clearings and settlements and intersected by no
great road or route. The surface was generally covered with clay, in some parts alluvial,
but in others formed from the decomposition of rocks, though in places the rocks are
exposed and great stretches of land were wholly unfit for cultivation.

The Bhagirathi, which in its lower reaches below the town of Nadia and after its
junction with the Jalangi, was known as the Hooghly, ultimately received all the drainage
of the district as i.e. the Bhagirathi or Hooghly received drainage from the Kunur, Banka,
Khari, Ajay, Nunia, Singaran and Dhalkisor and Damodar. There were no lakes in the
district, but in the eastern portion, more particularly in the Katwa and Kalna subdivisions,
small jhils or swamps in which water remained throughout the year abounded. The more
extensive of these marshes lay on the right bank of the Bhagirathi. In some of the smaller
rivers a thick variety of the reed called sar grew wild which was largely used in roofing
houses. By the 1910s there were no forests in the district, but a large tract of about 100
sg. miles in the Ausgram police station and the western uplands of the Asansol sub-
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division were covered with young sal. Perhaps the most interesting feature in its flora was
the fact that here was found growing side by side a few species characteristic of the
Punjab and Rajputana that had managed to find their way through Bundelkand and Behar
and a far equally characteristic of the Coromandel and the Circars that had succeeded in
spreading through the lowlands of Orissa and Midnapore thus far to the north. One of the
most interesting members of the latter category was, perhaps, the intrinsically
insignificant monotypic genus Sphaeromorphaea.The eastern portion of the district
formed part of the great Gangetic delta and here, in land under rice cultivation, were
found the usual marsh weeds of the Gangetic plain and many sedges. The villages and
towns were surmounted by the usual shrubberies of semi-spontaneous and sub-economic
shrubs and small trees which often covered a considerable area. Species of fig, notably
the pipal and banyan with the red-cotton tree, mango and jiyal made up the arbour scent
parts of these thickets in which Phoenix dactylifera and Borassus flabelliffer were often
present, waste places were covered with climbing creepers and various milk weeds and
also harboured quantities of Jatropha gossypifolia, Urena, Heliotropium, Sida and similar
plants. The district contained no forest but the laterite country and the uplands of the
Asansol sub-division were in places clothed with coppices of sal.

The carnivore of the district comprised leopard, wolf, hyaena, jackal and other
smaller species. Leopards were not common but are occasionally found in the villages
near the Dainhat in the Katwa subdivision. They destroyed cattle and goats and had been
known to attack men. A leopard was killed close to the town of Burdwan in 1910, and in
1909 a good deal of damage was done in Kalna town by a leopard. Tigers were formerly
common in the district, especially in the jungles of the Asansol subdivision adjoining the
Santal Parganas, but by 1910s had entirely disappeared. Wolves were scarce and are
mostly met with in the jungles north of Kaksa; they were known to carry off children.
Hyaenas occasionally carried off goat and sheep. Wild pigs were numerous throughout
the district and did considerable damage to the crops; monkeys also abounded. Poisonous
snakes were also common and included several kinds of cobra, the karait and the deadly
Russel’s viper. Snipe were very numerous in the rice fields during the months of
September, October and November and afforded excellent sport, while among other
game birds were grey and black partridges, pea-fowl and jungle-fowl which were
plentiful in the sal jungles of the Asansol subdivision. On the Damodar and in the
marshes and jhils east of the Hooghly, goo