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There are many of us ‘mainlanders’ who are fascinated by
the Andaman and Nicobar islands. We have seen and enjoyed
their beauty over many years. At the same time, we have been
disturbed by some of the changes happening there. We try to
get the latest news about the Jarawa, the Sentinelese, the new
airport, the shark fin industry. For the islanders, these are all
day-to-day, ordinary things. But for people like me, they are
exciting and of deep interest.

My relationship with the islands started almost thirty years
ago, when I stood on the deck of the rusty old ship State of
Haryana, feeling so sea-sick that my head felt like one of those
colourful wooden tops, and my legs like a badly-made custard
pudding. With me was Annamalai, a snake hunter from the
Irula tribe of Tamil Nadu. We worked together at the Madras
Snake Park; he as the animal supplier and I as the much less
adventurous paper-pusher in the office. But remember, a piece
of paper can be just as dangerous as a snake!

The Irulas are very snake-smart and can track a snake the
way some people can track tigers and panthers. But while
large animals like tigers leave clear tracks that are easy to
read” and follow, snakes leave only a faint, almost invisible
mark. Annamalai could look at a snake track and tell the



species, size, and the
approximate time when it had
passed that way.

That's why he was with me;
and we were excited. This was
going to be the first of a series
of research and collection trips
to the Andamans, and over the
years the Snake Park found
many reptile species that were
either new to science or to this
part of the world.

But this was not a surprise;
we expected to find ‘new’ and




un-named animals because so
little study had been done in this
archipelago. What really did
surprise me was the way the
Andaman settlers talked about
the  indigenous  people.
Indigenous people are those
people who belong to, and own
a particular place. The
indigenous tribes of the
Andamans and Nicobars are the
Jarawa, Onge, Sentinelese,
Andamanese, Shompen and
Nicobarese. They are also




called tribals, natives, and adivasis. Adivasi is used more often
now, since the other words are thought to be condescending.
But in the Andamans, I heard a term that really shocked me:
‘junglees’. This is the most insulting label of all. It is also very
misleading, because we call people junglees when they are
being rude and behave in an uncivilised manner. In fact,
indigenous people are much more polite and considerate than
we, the civilised lot.

On that journey by ship, I met someone who spoke about
the ‘junglees’. I asked how he could call them such a dreadful
name, and he coolly replied, “They are stupid fellows. They
don’t wear clothes, they eat wild animals ... they haven’t even
tasted rice, some of them! Totally uncivilised, they are.”

The word ‘uncivilised’ rang in my ears throughout my time
in the islands. The more I heard and read about the wonderful
culture and lifestyle of the ‘junglees’, the more ridiculous it
sounded.

[ thought a lot about how quickly and thoughtlessly we
use this word. It is a general feeling in India, that forest
dwellers are not civilised because they don’t live as we do.
They don’t live in cities, and they don’t go to school and
college. They don’t love making money, they don’t eat junk
food, and they don't watch television. They are different, and
we feel that anyone who is different from us is, somehow,
not okay. Is this fair?

Let us look at the word ‘uncivilised” again. It means the
opposite of the word civilised. In my mind, a civilised person
is one who treats other people and his surroundings with
respect and understanding. Indigenous people certainly do
this. They look after one another’s children like their own,
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share whatever food they gather or hunt, and have no personal
property. Everything belongs to the tribe or group. There is
no ‘mine’ and ‘yours’, and therefore, no fights about silly little
things. This is something we ‘civilised” people often do. When
was the last time you had a fight over your computer or cricket
bat or some other favourite possession?

The other symptom of being civilised is a good relationship
with one’s environment. Indigenous people are known to be
gentle, caring and wise about using their natural resources.
They only take as much as they need, while we plunder
whatever happens to be around. As we shall see later in this
book, the indigenous people of the Andamans and Nicobars
have a deep and intimate knowledge of, and respect for, their
environment. How wonderful it would be if we non-adivasis
were as smart as they are! But we cut down life-giving forests,
kill beautiful and rare animals, dump toxins (poisons) into
our water-table, and even make huge cities in areas where
there is not a single drop of water! The Jarawas and Shompens
could certainly teach us how to manage our lives and resources
better. But they would also scratch their heads in wonder at
the mess that we've made of the world.

So don’t use the word ‘junglee” ... unless you want to use
it on yourself!

There was another shock awaiting us. How little the island
people knew about the history of their home! It was the middle
of the nesting season of the saltwater crocodile, and we wanted
to collect a nest of eggs and take it back to hatch at the Snake
Park. The government official, who had to issue the permit,
insisted that crocodiles lay one egg every year, and thus gave
us permission to collect one nest, of one egg! We gave up



trying to convince him and everyone else in his office, that
saltwater crocodiles lay 30-60 eggs.

At that time there were few very books about the
Andamans and Nicobars except the old reports written by
British officers before India became independent. These are
rather depressing, all about the ‘naked savages’ in the jungles,
and the care (and punishment) of thousands of prisoners. I
found little about the unique cultures and ecosystems, and
absolutely nothing for children.

Nothing for the children of the Andamans and Nicobars!
Inheritors and guardians of this treasure trove! It did not seem
right at all, because children are so much more interested in,
and caring about the environment than most of us greedy
adults. And at least ten times as sensible.

[ am writing this book with the hope that it will make all
you Andaman and Nicobar children proud of the very special
place in which you live. Many of the facts will be known to
you already. In fact I'm sure that you know much, much more
than I do. But together, we can get excited about the fascinating
history of these islands. We will also talk about the treasures
of the islands’ reefs and forests, and the amazing cultures of
isolated tribes who have never communicated with outsiders
except from a distance, and usually through gifts, gestures
and arrows. This book is also meant for young people in other
parts of India, who will, I hope, become interested in these
magic islands and perhaps even visit them one day.

If you like fiction, then you will like the history of the
Andamans and Nicobars because it has all the elements of a
good story. There are pirates and shipwrecks, storms and
earthquakes, adventures in dense tropical jungles, murders,



heroes, villains ... you name it. But the story of the colonisation
of the archipelago is also a lesson in itself. It is full of useful
morals and warnings. You have to draw your own conclusions,
though; I'm not going to do it for you. History tells us a lot
about ourselves, helps us get to know who we are. For example,
the experiences of the tribes make us examine our own attitude
towards indigenous people ... or anyone who happens to be
ditferent from us.

[ am a teacher, and I enjoy being with children. Come with
me on a journey to explore some interesting facts and ideas
about this fantastic archipelago. Perhaps this small book will
‘hook” you to the Andamans and Nicobars and make you aware
of the challenges and changes that face them. If this happens
to the children who inhabit the islands, there is a chance that
this unique environment and its tribes, can survive. You children
are a new and smart generaﬂnn, and can undo at least some of
the mistakes of the past. But first, you must understand the
history of the people as well as the land; and what needs to be
done in the future. This is what ‘Magic Islands’ is all about.

Annamalai has passed away but I would like to dedicate
this book to him because he was the person who introduced
me to the animals found there. T also thank Harry Andrews
and Rom Whitaker of the Madras Crocodile Bank for their
help with the resources and information.

The names of ships are italicised, and the old names of
countries and cities are used because that’s what they were
called then. For example, I've used Burma, not Myanmar, and
Madras instead of Chennai. Where I feel you may not know
the old name, I've given the new one as well.












































































































































































































































































































