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THE MYSTERY

OF CHAMPAWAT BUNGALOW

“…though I claim I am not superstitious, 
I can give no explanation for the experience 

I met with at the bungalow while hunting the 
Champawat tiger, and the scream I heard 

coming from the deserted Thak village.”

Jim Corbett, Temple Tiger

Arguably the  best  known and most  mysterious  moment of  Corbett  writings is  his
scary and baffling experience that  he  had in  Champawat  bungalow. Many Corbett  fans
know this experience as “Corbett ghost experience.”

In the very first story of his classic book, “Man-Eaters of Kumaon”, the story of the
Champawat man-eater, Corbett briefly mentions a mysterious experience that he had during
one night spent in a Champawat bungalow in 1907. This happened two nights before he
killed the Champawat man-eater, the most prolific man-eater in recorded human history,
which killed and ate 436 Nepalese and Indians. Let us first of all read what Corbett himself
writes about his experience.

During that day Corbett covered many miles to check a report of an alleged tiger kill,
but found that it was a leopard which killed and partly ate the calf. So Corbett returned to
the bungalow where  he  was going to spend a  night  together  with his  men and with a
Tehsildar (an administrative officer in India): 

“On returning to the bungalow I found the Tahsildar was back, and as we sat on the
verandah I told him of my day's experience. Expressing regret at my having had to go so far
on a wild-goose chase, he rose, saying that as he had a long way to go he must start at once.
This announcement caused me no little surprise, for twice that day he had said he would
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stay the night with me. It was not the question of his staying the night that concerned me,
but the risk he was taking; however, he was deaf to all my arguments and, as he stepped off
the  verandah  into  the  dark  night,  with  only  one  man following him carrying  a  smoky
lantern which gave a mere glimmer of light, to do a walk of four miles in a locality in which
men only moved in large parties in daylight, I took off my hat to a very brave man. Having
watched him out of sight I turned and entered the bungalow. 

“I have a tale to tell of that bungalow but I will not tell it here, for this is a book of
jungle stories, and tales 'beyond the laws of nature' do not consort well with such stories.”

That’s  it.  These  intriguing  words  are  well  known  to  all  Corbett  fans.  Despite  his
promising words “I  have a tale  to tell  of  that  bungalow” Corbett  never returned to the
events  of  that  night  in  his  later  writings,  leaving the  interpretation  of  his  words  to  the
readers.

So what kind of experience ‘beyond the laws of nature’ could Corbett have had at the
Champawat bungalow? Why did the Tashildar leave? Did the Tashildar know there was
‘something wrong’ with this bungalow, and he was so afraid that he preferred to walk at
night through the territory of the dreaded man-eater?

This chapter is written to provide a scientific explanation for what kind of experience
Corbett could have had at the Champawat bungalow during his hunt for the Champawat
man-eating tigress.

* * * * *
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First of all, let us try to figure out from the available sources as much as we can about
what happened to Corbett that night in the bungalow. Fortunately, although Corbett himself
never returned to the topic to describe in his usual candid and precise way what kind of
experience he had,  we still  have some information which came from someone who was
sharing the bungalow with Corbett that night.

According to Maurice Nestor, brother of Ray Nestor, Corbett’s nephew, Corbett was
not alone in the bungalow, for his faithful servant Bahadur Khan was there1. Bahadur was
in the front part of the bungalow, while Corbett was sleeping alone in the room. The other
men from Corbett’s party were in the firewood store behind the building. According to the
words of Bahadur, the Tahsildar left because he knew that all would not be well in that
bungalow, which was why he preferred to walk through the territory of the man-eater than
stay  at  the  bungalow.  According  to  Maurice’s  words,  Bahadur  later  reported  to one  of
Corbett's sisters (either Ray's mother or Maggie) that he heard Corbett being very noisy in
his room, and later opened the door suddenly and came running straight to the veranda.
Upon  joining  his  master,  Bahadur  found  him  shirtless,  with  heavy  drops  of  sweats
everywhere, his hair completely wet with sweat also, breathing heavily. That woke up the
other men who came to attend their master and Corbett simply told them he'd rather spend
the rest of the night outside with them instead of inside.

According to Maurice’s words, the second night (the night before the killing of the
man-eating tiger) was also spent by Corbett at the bungalow, but instead of sleeping inside
the room, he slept on the veranda, with his men setting up camp with a nightlong fire to
'cast away' evil spirits. Bahadur, who was the only Muslim in the party, tried not to believe
that  something strange  or  unnatural  happened,  and did  not  report  it  as  a  supernatural
experience to the family.

Importantly,  Corbett  had at  least  one more very similar experience during his life.
According to this information, provided by all of the major Corbett’s biographers, Corbett
was on war duty with another governmental officer when they spent the night in the Raja's
house.  Corbett  was  told to  leave  a  particular  room alone and locked,  as  it  had a  “bad
reputation,” but he insisted on sleeping in it. During the night his companion heard a ruckus
in the room, and the next moment Corbett dashed in through the connecting door out of
breath (“panting for breath,” Kala, 2009:76) and sweating and slept the remainder of the
night in his companion's room.

At breakfast next morning, he was asked what happened and this made him very
upset and he abruptly left the table and asked never to be reminded of it again2.

1 We must take into account  that  the precise source  of this information is not clear.  According to Kristof
Kotecha, one of the authors of this book, information was provided to him by Jerry Jaleel, the Head of the
Corbett Foundation. Jerry Jaleel knew Maurice Nestor in person. Questioned later about this, J. Jaleel did not
confirm the story. So the story should be viewed with certain caution.

2 Another similar experience is described by Martin Booth in his biography (pg 139-140), although in this case
Corbett and his friend were both affected by the experience. Booth cites the words of the third friend, who was
allegedly not affected. No other details of the sources are revealed.
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One more, not exactly similar, but still strange experience that could have happened to
Corbett is mentioned in the D.C. Kala and J. Jaleel biographies. This information comes from
a chapter written by some author on a ghostly experience that a certain “Mr. C." had. He
experienced  a  whirling  dance  by  a  pair  of  twinkling  feet  in  a  room  in  which  he  was
spending the night. This dance was later identified as a female dance common in mujras (or
dance performed by women in kothas- or brothels).

Of these three experiences we will mostly discuss the first two, as they are very close
to each other and the identity of Corbett is firmly established (unlike in the third case).

* * * * *
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First  of  all,  we need to clarify that  unlike Corbett’s  another famous “otherworldly
experience” – hearing an agonizing human scream from a deserted Thak village (see the
special chapter on this subject in this book) – in the Champawat bungalow and in Raja’s
house Corbett did not have any witnesses to verify that the experiences themselves were real
occurrences. From Corbett’s detailed description we know, for example, that the agonizing
night scream in the Thak village some 31 years later was heard by the sambhar and her
young  one,  as  well  as  by kakar,  who reacted  to  the  sudden scream.  None  of  Corbett’s
experiences we are discussing in this chapter were shared by anyone else, so the first and
most logical explanation would be that Corbett had strong and very vivid nightmares. 

We can all agree that hunting man-eating tigers can be a powerful factor in inducing
nightmares. I remember myself having a couple of nightmares in my teenage years while
reading Corbett’s book for the first time, so for a person who was actually following the
blood trail of a man-eater and was risking his own life, the occurrence of nightmares would
be fully understandable. 

But  even  if  we  accept  that  Corbett  had  nightmares,  there  are  plenty  of  unclear
moments. For example, we know that even after the most awful nightmares people usually
wake up and quickly realize that the horrendous visions and sensations were a nightmare,
not  a  reality.  Why  Corbett  did  not  realize  these  were  just  nightmares?  Or  possibly  in
Corbett’s case this was not a “simple” nightmare, but something else? Possibly there were
some other, deeply hidden psychological condition and mechanisms at work?

Searching  for  possible  scientific  explanations  for  Corbett’s  experiences  at  the
Champawat bungalow and the Raja’s house, I came to an extremely (for myself) unexpected
conclusion. I am sure that my explanation will sound to most of the Corbett fans totally
wrong. I have to say I myself initially laughed at the idea when it entered my mind for the
first  time.  But  a  few minutes  later,  after  I  recalled  several  unusual  facts  from Corbett’s
behaviour and life, I felt that this explanation must be very seriously considered.

So here is the idea I am putting forward: 

I propose that at the Champawat bungalow Corbett suffered a claustrophobic panic
attack.

The idea that Corbett, one of the bravest humans that ever walked on our planet, a
person who was able to follow the bloody trail of a man-eater on foot, alone, a person with
steel nerves, could have suffered from panic attacks was as wild as ideas can get. 

But let us get over the first reaction and try to have a closer look at the scientifically
known facts.

* * * * *
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Claustrophobia is a very common condition among humans, connected to the fear of
suffocation in closed places. According to widely available information on this condition
(readers  can  consult,  for  example,  Wikipedia),  people  with  a  predilection  toward
claustrophobia are afraid to stay in locked rooms, cars, tunnels, cellars, elevators, subway
trains, caves, airplanes and crowded areas. When confined to such an area, claustrophobics
begin to fear suffocation, believing that there may be a lack of air in the area in which they
are  confined.  Claustrophobics  often  hate  wearing  ties  and  closely  fitting  clothes,  as
constraining clothes induce a feeling of suffocation. Many claustrophobics remove clothing
during panic attacks, believing it will relieve the symptoms. Medical examinations through
an MRI machine are particularly known to induce severe claustrophobic fears, and it was
reported  that  13%  of  patients  experienced  a  panic  attack  during  the  procedure3.  The
procedure has been linked not only to triggering ‘preexisting’ claustrophobia, but also to
causing its onset in some people. 

As claustrophobia can lead to severe panic attacks with the fear and feel of imminent
death  from  suffocation,  most  claustrophobics  who  are  aware  of  their  condition  do
everything in their power to avoid situations that can trigger their claustrophobic fears. 

The  occurrence  of  this  psychological  condition,  according  to  medical  research,  is
mostly connected to some early childhood traumatic memories. For example, a young child
left locked in a dark room, or was stuck in a box, and other possible traumatic experiences
connected to the fear of suffocation.

We  will  discuss  the  possible  traumatic  experiences  that  could  have  triggered,  in
Corbett’s  case,  the appearance of the closet claustrophobic hallucinations,  but let us first
discuss the symptoms of claustrophobic panic attacks: 

(1) fear of imminent death by suffocation,
(2) desire to remove clothing in order to alleviate symptoms,
(3) desire to be in the open space,
(4) heavy sweating,
(5) being out of breath

Now, if we read once more the description of Corbett’s behavior on that night in the
Champawat bungalow, given by Maurice Nestor, we will notice that the details of Corbett
behavior are very consistent with the symptoms of severe claustrophobic panic attacks: he
was (1) very heavily sweating, (2) out of breath, and most importantly (3) he removed his
clothing (his shirt) during the attack:

“Upon joining his master, Bahadur found him shirtless, with heavy drops of sweat
everywhere, his hair completely wet with sweat also, breathing heavily.” 

3 Thorpe, Susan, Salkovis, Paul M., & Dittner, Antonia. Claustrophobia in MRI: the Role of Cognitions. 
Magnetic Resonance Imaging. Vol. 26, Issue 8. Harold B. Lee Library. 3 June 2008. 
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We do not know if Corbett had a feeling of approaching death by suffocation, as he
himself never spoke of his feelings about these experiences, but the fact of removing the
clothing strongly suggests that he was experiencing a claustrophobic panic attack, fear of
suffocation. We also know that he refused to go into the bungalow again and slept the next
night on the verandah.

The account of the similar case in the Raja’s house does not provide such vivid details,
and although we know that Corbett was covered with sweat, we do not know if his clothing
was removed when he dashed out of the room. We only know that (1) he dashed out of his
room in panic, (2) he was covered in sweat and panting for breath, (3) he did not want to
come back to his room, and that (4) he did not want to talk about his night experience at all.

Apart from these two events from Corbett’s life, there are several other very important
for our subject indications that Corbett was possibly suffering from closet claustrophobic
fears of suffocation in closed places. Let me remind the readers some unusual patterns of
Corbett behavior that the reader might already paid attention:

(1) Corbett was known for his unusual characteristic of not sleeping inside his own house
–  he  slept,  as  a  rule,  outside  the  house,  in  his  famous  tent.  This  fact  is  usually
interpreted as indication of his love of outdoor living, but even among the people who
love outdoor living this kind of behaviour (sleeping in a tent in his own backyard, not
in the bedroom) is still quite unusual. So it is possible to propose that he slept better
when he was not confined between solid walls. In other times, when sleeping in his
room, he always had all the windows wide opened, without a concern for the weather.

(2) Corbett  was  also  known  to  opt  for  sleeping  outdoors  even  when  he  was  in  the
territory of a man-eater, when sleeping inside a house was a much safer option – for
example, he spent his first night under a tree in the territory of a Champawat man-
eater, and a couple of years later – on the territory of the Panar man-eating leopard. 

(3)  Corbett was also known for his hatred of a formal suit and tie.  Suits and ties are
known as the most constraining clothing for any person with claustrophobic fears.
And  as  a  surprisingly  large  number  of  our  fellow  humans  are  sensitive  towards
claustrophobic situations, some of the readers of this book might also dislike ties. This
brings the question of how correct it is to impose a formal tie and suit on employees at
some  workplaces,  a  practice  strictly  adhered  to  by  some  professions  and  work
environments. But we are not going to follow this argument here, so let us go back to
Corbett.

(4) Corbett not only hated a formal suit and tie, but generally disliked any constraining
cloths. His favorite clothing, as many Corbett fans would remember, was shorts. 

As we can see, Corbett’s habit of sleeping in his tent instead of his house, his general
preference of staying outside of the houses when even on the territory of man-eaters, and his
hatred for  constraining  cloths  all  give  us  indications  that  Corbett  might  have had deep
claustrophobic  fears.  It  is  widely  believed  that  any  additional  stress  factors  add  to  the
possibility  that  a  person  will  suffer  a  claustrophobic  panic  attack.  In  the  Champawat
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bungalow Corbett definitely experienced a powerful stress factor, as he was following the
trail of a man-eater.

Apart from this powerful stress-inducing factor, at least one of the sources suggested
that the Tashildar left the bungalow and opted to go for a three-mile walk at night because
he knew the house had a “bad reputation.” In this case if the Tashildar was told about the
fearful  experiences  during  that  day (as  we know, he  initially  was going to  sleep in  the
bungalow), he possibly would also have advised Corbett to stay out of the bungalow. If
Corbett knew that some other people had a bad experience in this bungalow, this also could
have added to the possibility of the appearance of nightmares.

If you warn people before they go to sleep in a new place that this house has a “bad
reputation”  and that  some people  have had horrifying  experiences  there,  there  is  a  fair
chance that some of them will have frightening experiences (nightmares) from a night spent
at a “haunted house”.

If this was really the case, and Corbett knew about the reputation of the bungalow,
very  much  in  line  with  his  character  he  probably  would  have  decided  to  stay  in  the
bungalow.  Another  similar  case  (from  the  Raja’s  house)  strongly  suggests  that  Corbett
preferred to face his fears directly – we know that he was strongly advised not to sleep in a
small locked room in the Raja’s house with a “bad reputation,” but he insisted on spending a
night there. 

Therefore,  Corbett  had  strong  additional  factors  to  induce  his  deep-seated
claustrophobic fears: the stress of following the man-eating tiger who had killed and eaten
more than 400 humans, and also, possibly the factor of sleeping alone in a room with an
unexplained “bad reputation.” During our 2014 trip we visited several times the bungalow
where Corbett had his experience we are discussing in this chapter, and we must say the
room where Corbett slept is very claustrophobic. It is has solid stone walls, has two small
doors (going into other rooms), one door going to veranda, and a single small window.

And let us remember a macabre detail  (particularly for people with claustrophobic
fears), that man-eating cats, tigers, leopards, and lions, kill their victims by suffocation... 

Corbett  writings provide another evidence of  his  claustrophobic  fears  when facing
tigers as competitors. According to his words from the story of Mohan tiger the encounter
with tigers was affecting his normal breathing. Here are his words: 

“I do not know how the close proximity of a tiger reacts on others, but me it always
leaves with a breathless feeling due possibly as much to fear as to excitement and a desire
for a little rest” (Corbett, 1944: 136)

* * * * *
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Now let us address another very important question. Even if Corbett had a nightmare,
why he did not realize after waking up that this was just a nightmare, like many of us do
after nightmares? Why did he believe what happened to him was real? 

To  explain  this,  we  need  to  take  into  account  the  phenomenon  of  the  “false
awakening.” 

A  severe  claustrophobic  panic  attack  can  provoke  very  realistic  and  vivid
hallucinations. Such hallucinations can start during sleep, with so-called “false awakening.”
In this  state  a  person believes  he  is  awake,  but  in  fact  he  is  still  asleep,  because  “false
awakening” often starts in a very realistic way – for example, a person suddenly wakes up
in his own bed and sees (or feels) that someone (or something) is also in the same room, or
even is sitting on his bed. So the sense of reality is very strong and vivid. According to Jerry
Jaleel, Corbett felt the presence of “some unknown force while he spent the night at that
bungalow, and it was not the first time he experienced such super natural incidents” (from
Jerry Jaleel letter from May 1, 2015. Information was given to J. Jaleel by late Audrey Baylis. I
am very grateful to J. Jaleel for the information).

According to Peter Byrne, he had a similar dream-like but very realistic experience
during his hunting days. Here are his words from the letter of 23 June, 2012:

“I TOO HAD AN EXPERIENCE LIKE THIS IN AN OLD DAK BUNGALOW…
VERY  STRANGE…  WAKING  UP  AT  NIGHT  AND  SEEING,  VERY  BRIEFLY,  A
YOUNG ENGLISH GIRL STANDING BY THE FIREPLACE, LIT BY THE GLOW OF A
DYING  FIRE… TO  BE  HONEST,  I  COULD  HAVE  BEEN  DREAMING…  I  HAD
WALKED  A  LONG  WAY  THAT  DAY  AND  WAS  TIRED  AND  COLD  WHEN  I
SETTLED DOWN FOR THE NIGHT; THE BUNGALOW WAS COLD AND SO I PUT
MY SLEEPING BAG ON THE FLOOR IN THE LIVING-DINING ROOM, WHICH HAD
A SMALL FIRE GOING, LAID MY RIFLE BESIDE ME-THERE WERE SUPPOSED TO
BE DACOITS IN THAT AREA – AND SLEPT THERE. AS I  SAY, I  COULD HAVE
BEEN JUST COMING OUT OF A DREAM. OR … WHAT MIGHT HAVE AFFECTED
ME AND MIGHT HAVE BEEN ON MY MIND THEN … WAS FINDING, NOT LONG
BEFORE THAT,  IN THE INDIAN FOREST,  FAR AWAY FROM ANYWHERE, THE
SAD AND LONELY GRAVE OF A YOUNG ENGLISH GIRL.

SHE FADED AWAY WITHIN SECONDS. BUT I COULD NOT GO BACK TO
SLEEP.  IT  MAY  HAVE  BEEN  ONLY  A DREAM.  BUT  WHEN  I  SAW  HER, OR
THOUGHT I SAW HER, STANDING BY THE FIREPLACE, I WAS JERKED RIGHT UP
INTO A SITTING POSITION… TO WATCH AS SHE FADED. I THEN GOT UP AND
STOKED UP THE FIRE AND WRAPPED MY COVERS AROUND ME AND SAT UP
FOR A WHILE. WONDERING NOT SO MUCH AT THE APPARANCE, BUT AT WHO
SHE WAS. IN THE MORNING I ASKED THE DAK BUNGALOW CHOWKIDAR IF HE
KNEW ANYTHING ABOUT A YOUNG WOMAN. A DEATH MAYBE. HE SAID NO.”
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Some  might  ask  if  it  is  really  possible  for  a  normal  person  to  have  such  vivid
hallucinations that a person cannot understand this was not real.

Yes, this is possible and many such cases are well-documented. We know that people
can suffer from such irrational things as severe pain in amputated limbs. This is a so called
“phantom pain.” In such cases the pain is very real, although the subject of the pain (for
example, a painful leg) is absent and the patients can see that they do not have the part of
the body that gives them such excruciating pain. Most of such irrational feelings are brain-
induced experiences,  and these  feelings  are  very  realistic.  Let  me mention another very
interesting  topic,  UFO  sightings.  Scholars  suggest  that  at  least  some  cases  of  “alien
abduction” are connected to hallucinations experienced as absolute reality by people during
“false awakening”. As a result, at least some people who tell stories of alien abductions are
absolutely honest and convinced that they experienced these events for real. Some people, in
a desperate attempt to prove to others that their experiences are real, even damage their
bodies  (very  much like  a  police  officer,  who  fabricates  evidence  to  convict  the  suspect
because the policeman is absolutely sure that the suspect IS the culprit).

The so-called Blackmore-Cox study of the University of the West of England supports
the suggestion that reports of at least some alien abductions are likely to relate to so-called
sleep paralysis (very vivid nightmares with a feel of reality).4

* * * * *

4 Susan  Blackmore and Marcus  Cox. Alien Abductions,  Sleep Paralysis  and the Temporal  Lobe. European
Journal  of  UFO  and  Abduction  Studies,  2000,  1,  113-118.  Available  on  the  internet:
http://www.susanblackmore.co.uk/Articles/ejufoas00.html
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Even if we accepts that Corbett’s experiences could have been a result of his condition
(most probably a closet condition) of claustrophobic fears, and that Corbett’s hallucinations
were very realistic because of the mechanisms of the “false awakening”, we still need to find
out if there was any kind of powerful negative experience that could trigger such a condition
in such exceptionally brave human as Corbett. 

According to medical research, such powerful fears are mostly a result of  traumatic
childhood memories.  We do not know many details of Corbett’s childhood, and we will
never know such details if he ever got stuck in a box, or was locked in a room. But we
probably do not need such details of Corbett’s early life, as most Corbett fans know very
well  about  probably  the  most  traumatic  event  of  Corbett’s  early  life  that  could  have
triggered his claustrophobic fears.

Nainital,  a  town where Corbett  was  born and spent most  of  the summer months,
suffered  a  devastating  tragedy  on  Saturday,  18  September,  1880.  This  was  a  horrific
landslide, burying alive 151 Nainital citizens in a muddy grave. Corbett was that time five
years old, and together with his family, he witnessed this unimaginable tragedy. 

Here is the second half of the poem by poet Hannah Battersby in 1887, written after
seven years of the Nainital tragedy:

“For scarcely had they timely refuge found,
Than a huge limb of the great mountain fell,
Sweeping the fair hill-side of house and land,
And burying dozens of their fellow men
In one uncompromising, living tomb! …
   Strong men in the proud glory of life's prime,
Women in joyful trustfulness of love
With little children in full bloom of life;
All in the twinkling of an eye cut down,
In that rude harvest of the tyrant Death! …
   Now the late lovely valley, Naini Tal 
Stands as a witness of the frailty
Of human strength against the overwhelming might…”

It is important to know if the Corbett’s could really see the unfolding disaster. For this
we would need to know where the Corbett family lived during the disaster. On their arrival
in Nainital,  the Corbetts  rented and lived in a property situated opposite  the ‘Treasury’
building, in a region called ‘Mallital’. This was exactly the region that was swamped by the
landslide and would have killed the Corbett family if  they had still  lived there in 1880.
Fortunately for them, in 1875, before Jim’s birth in July, the family moved to one of their
purchased plots in a two-storeyed house below the Alma Hill. Alma Hill was the second
lowest of the hills around the town, very close to ill-fated “Mallital”. This region is on the
lakeside is  situated next to Mallital,  the region swamped by the landslide.  According to
Martin Booth’s words:
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“The landslip was terrifying and catastrophic.  From where the Corbetts  lived they
could see quite clearly what was happening and they must have thought they too would
soon be cannoned into the valley below for their houses were but two to three hundred
yards or so to the west of the slip.”

Therefore, the Corbetts had a dubious privilege of having the best possible view of the
landslide disaster of 1880. So the psychological impact must have been extremely strong
particularly on five year old Jim. Even more, just a few years before the disaster the Corbetts
lived in the very region which was wiped out by the landslide, so they certainly knew in
person most, if not all, the unfortunate members of the Nainital society who were swept
together  inside  the  “living tomb”.  In  her  famous  notes,  Maggie  mentioned one  of  their
former neighbours, their friend, who died in the landslide, squashed between the walls in
the collapsed house.

There  are  the  two historic  photographs  stored at  the  British  Library,  showing the
magnitude of  the 1880 landslide of  Nainital.  The first  photograph was taken before  the
landslide, and the second one was taken after the landslide.

(1) The  first  photo  shows  Nainital  in  1875,  5  years  before  the  tragedy  (and
incidentally the year when Jim Corbett was born; See the photo #36).

(2) The next photo was taken by the same photographer shortly after the devastating
1880 landslide. To show the damage, the photographer probably chose the same view as in
the photo taken by the same person five years before (see the photo #37). 

Therefore, the Corbett family members clearly saw the houses disappearing under the
mountain of mud, leading to suffocation and death of more than a hundred people. This
tragic  scene,  most  likely accompanied by the terrifying  screams of  family members  and
distant  scream of  the  doomed victims of  the  landslide,  must  have been a  horrendously
stressful experience for a five years old Jim. 

The Corbetts were in total shock, as well as the whole of Nainital. After this tragedy
the Corbetts sold in panic the house where they watched the landslide from, as residents
feared more landslides. And they had reasons for fear - the first known landslide in Nainital
occurred in 1866 in Alma Hill, and then in 1879, the year before the tragedy, there was a
larger  one,  again  in  Alma Hill,  exactly  the  region  where  the  Corbetts  lived during  the
catastrophic 1880 landslide. 

Talks about the 1880 landslide and the terrible deaths of their neighbors were certainly
a topic of conversation for Corbett’s and for the whole town for many years. After the 1880
landslide an effective drainage system was constructed,  and the tragedy has never been
repeated for the last 130 years. But Nainital residents lived in fear for many years in the
wake of the disaster.
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So I suggest that it was mostly because of this traumatic childhood experience that Jim
Corbett  developed  a  closet  claustrophobic  fear  of  suffocation,  a  condition  that  could
manifest itself rarely, only under strong stress, and in closed buildings. Most likely Corbett
himself was unaware of his condition, and that’s why his love of outdoor sleeping on one
hand, and his dislike of the formal tight neck clothing with a tie on the other hand, was as a
rule attributed to his love of nature and outdoor living.

* * * * *

Jordania, Joseph (2016)



Joseph Jordania (2016) In:  Behind Jim Corbett’s Stories:  analytical  Journey through Corbett’s Places and
Unanswered Questions. Logos Publishing.

With the recognition of this condition that probably troubled Jim Corbett on occasions,
we can gain a fresh insight into why he preferred sleeping in the tent even in his own house
in Kaladhungi5, why he preferred to stay outdoors even when he was on the territory of
man-eating tigers and leopards. We can also understand why he preferred wearing shorts
instead of trousers, and why he disliked formal clothing and tie. 

Of course, on rare occasion Corbett had to wear claustrophobic clothing, including the
much hated tie and suit (very much like some of our fellow humans, who hate ties but have
to wear it at their jobs, sometimes five days a week). This was a natural requirement when
James Edward Corbett was meeting members of high British society, and we know that he
did meet very high-ranking people, including members of the British Royal family. Despite
his wearing on rare occasions tight claustrophobic clothing, his love of outdoor living and
free casual clothing was obvious. 

By the way, Corbett fans might also remember that he did not actually sleep inside the
Tree  Top  Hotel  rooms  either  when  he  accompanied  the  Royal  couple  in  Kenya  on  5-6
February  1952.  Instead of  sleeping inside the  hotel,  the 76-year-old Corbett  preferred to
spend the night outside, sitting on the staircase, watching over the safety of the 26-year-old
Elizabeth. As we know, this was the historical night when the young princess became the
Queen of the British Empire, Elizabeth II.

* * * * *

5 See, for example: “When at Kaladhungi, he preferred to sleep in his tent rather than  his bedroom and, in Naini
Tal, he slept in the house but with the windows wide open regardless of the temperature outside” (Booth, Carpet
Sahib, pg. 158)
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Corbett’s  traumatic  childhood experience and psychological  state  possibly also can
explain why Corbett was so dedicated to hunting man-eating tigers and leopards. On one
hand,  this  was a psychological  remedy for his  own condition,  as  man-eating tigers  and
leopards kill their victims by suffocation, and Corbett was facing his biggest subconscious
fear by eliminating these powerful animals in direct confrontation. 

On the other hand, as a deeply compassionate person, Corbett wanted to do all in his
power to end the human suffering and death that was brought to humans by the man-eating
tigers and leopards: death in the form of suffocation, his biggest personal fear instilled from
his horrific childhood memory.

True bravery is not the absence of fear. It is facing your fears and defeating them. We
know champion mountain climbers who were afraid of heights in their childhood; we know
physically sick children who reached Olympic glory; we know young stuttering men who
were afraid of public speeches but became brilliant orators and politicians. Jim Corbett is
another classic example of a true hero, a hero who was stronger that the most powerful
unconscious  fears  instilled  in  the  deepest  corners  of  his  psyche  by  the  most  traumatic
childhood memories6.

* * * * *

6 Author’s note: I am very grateful to Kristof Kotecha and Priyvrat  Gadhvi for their helpful comments and
information provided while writing this chapter.
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Photo #36. "General view of the north end of Naini Tal." 1875. Macnabb Collection (Photo by
Col James Henry Erskine Reid): Album of views of 'Naini Tal.' Oriental and India Office Collection,
British Library. The following text is provided in Wikipedia about this photograph: This photograph
was taken in 1875 and the photographer died over 100 years ago.

Photo  #37. "Naini  Tal,  Landslip  in  1880"  Macnabb  Collection  (photo  by  Col  James  Henry
Erskine Reid):  Album of views of 'Naini  Tal'  From "Oriental  and India Office Collection,"  British
Library. This photograph was taken in 1880 and is more than 125 years old. From Wikipedia.
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Photo #38.  Fungar Bungalow. Jim had a mysterious experience two days before he shot the
man-eater in this bungalow. He dashed out from the door you can see in the middle of the photo, and
stayed the rest of the night on this verandah. In another room, on the right side of the picture (you can
see our party members on the verandah there) most likely Corbett’s servant Bahadur was staying.

Photo #39. Inside of the Fungar bungalow in Champawat. It was in this room where Bahadur heard
noises  coming from Corbett’s  room.  On the  right  wall  of  this  room there  is  an internal  door  to
Corbett’s room. Bahadur came to the verandah through the door you can see on the picture.
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