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THE LAST
MANGROVE KINGDOM

he Sundarbans begins long before the first

mangrove tree appears on the horizon. Its

story starts thousands of kilometers

away in the Himalayas, where snow,

ice, rain, and time slowly wear down some of the
highest mountains on Earth. The fragments of those
mountains are carried southward by the Ganges,
the Brahmaputra, and the Meghna, rivers that have
spent millennia transporting an immeasurable
burden of silt toward the Bay of Bengal. Season after
season, flood after flood, they have deposited those
sediments upon the edge of the sea, creating the
vast delta upon which the Sundarbans now stands.
Yet to describe the Sundarbans mere]y as a
forest would be misleading. It is, in many ways, a
landscape still under construction. Rivers continue
to deposit fresh sediments, tides reshape shorelines
twice each day, and islands emerge or disappear
with little regard for the permanence that human
beings often expect from geography. Unlike mountain
forests anchored to ancient rock, the Sundarbans
rests upon a foundation that is constant]y being
rewritten by water. Here, land is never entirely
land, and water is never entirely water. The two

exist in a state of‘pel‘petua] negotiation.

This relationship becomes immediately apparent
to anyone entering the forest by boat. At firse,
the mangroves appear as a distant green pinnacle
shaped band stretched across the horizon. There is
little indication of the immense labyrinth hidden
beyond that line. Gradually the river broadens,
tributaries branch away into shadowed channels,
and the forest begins to reveal its scale. Creeks
vanish into darkness beneath overhanging branches,
while exposed roots rise from the mud like the
architecture of some ancient submerged city. The
further one travels, the more difficult it becomes
to distinguish where one river ends and another
begins.

The Sundarbans possesses none of the dramatic
scenery that usually accompanies the idea of
wilderness. There are no snow-covered peaks,
towering waterfalls, or sweeping grasslands. Its
beauty is quicter and often reveals itself slowly. A
kingfisher flashing across a narrow creek. The delicate
geometry of mangrove roots exposed at low tide. Deer
tracks pressed into fresh mud. The sudden appearance
of a crocodile sliding silently from a riverbank. Even
the forest’s silence can be deceptive. What appears
still from a distance is, upon closer observation,

filled with movement.



Life occupies every available space within the
Sundarbans. Crabs sift through the mud, fish
shelter among submerged roots, and countless birds
patrol the waterways in search of food. Fallen leaves
decompose into nutrients that sustain organisms
both visible and invisible. Each species contributes
to a system of remarkable complexity, one that
has evolved to survive in conditions that would
challenge most ecosystems. The water is brackish, the
soil unstable, and cyclones arrive with frightening
regularity. Yet the forest endures, adapting to forces
that have shaped it for thousands of years.

The mangroves themselves are among the most
extraordinary examples of this adaptation. Their
roots emerge above the surface to breathe in oxygen-
poor soil, while specialized mechanisms allow them
to tolerate levels of salinity that would kill most trees.
Rather than resisting the environment, they have
evolved alongside it. The Sundarbans is therefore not
a forest that survives despite adversity; it is a forest
defined by adversity. Every root, branch, and leaf
bears evidence of an ongoing conversation between
land, water, wind, and salt.

For the millions of people living along the coast
of Bangladesh, the significance of the Sundarbans
extends far beyond ecology. Long before the language
of climate resilience entered public discourse, the
forest served as a natural barrier against storms
sweeping in from the Bay of Bengal. Cyclones lose
part of their destructive energy within the dense
mangrove belt, while the roots help stabilize fragile
shorelines against erosion. Entire communities owe
a measure of their safety to a forest many of them
may rarely enter.

Yet the Sundarbans has never been merely a shield.
It is also a provider. Its rivers support fisheries, its
waterways sustain transportation, and its resources
have shaped livelihoods for generations. Among
those who depend most directly upon the forest are
the Mawalis, the traditional honey hunters whose
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seasonal journeys form the heart of this book. Their
story, however, begins not with honey but with the
landscape that makes honey possible.

Each spring, as winter gives way to warmer days,
a subtle transformation takes place across the
mangrove canopy. The blossoms are neither large
nor particularly conspicuous, and an untrained
visitor might pass beneath them without notice. To
the bees, however, these flowers signal abundance.
Thousands of honey bees move through the forest,
gathering nectar from khalshi, gewa, and other
flowering species. In doing so, they perform one of
the most important ecological functions within the
Sundarbans. The honey they produce is only a small
part of their contribution. Their pollination sustains
the vegetation upon which countless other forms of
life depend.

It is this annual flowering that draws the honey
hunters into the forest. When the blossoms appear,
preparations begin in villages scattered along the
edge of the mangroves. Boats are repaired, permits

arranged, supplies assembled, and crews organized.

For generations, families have followed this

rhythm, venturing into a landscape that offers both
opportunity and danger in equal measure.

The danger is never far away. Somewhere within
thisvast network of creeksand islandslives the animal
most closely associated with the Sundarbans—the
Royal Bengal Tiger. Although many honey hunters
spend years without seeing one, the tiger’s presence
is woven into the fabric of daily life. It exists in
footprints left upon riverbanks, in stories shared
after sunset, and in the quiet awareness that humans
are not the dominant species here. The forest belongs
first to itself.

Perhaps that is why the Sundarbans continues to
inspire a reverence rarely encountered elsewhere.
To scientists, it is a globally significant ecosystem.
To conservationists, it is one of the last great
wildernesses of South Asia. To the communities




who live along its margins, it is something far more
intimate—a provider, a protector, and occasionally
an adversary. Above all, it is a living presence that
shapes the rhythms of everyday life.

Every spring, when the mangroves bloom and the
forest fills with the movement of bees, that presence
becomes impossible to ignore. The season of honey
has arrived, and with it begins one of the most
remarkable journeys in the Sundarbans.
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