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An encounter with a tiger in the wild sparked in Dave Andrews 
a lifelong fascination with the great cat.

Tiger, 
Tiger, 
Burning 
Bright

A tiger swims through a pool 
of algae covered water in 
Odisha, India.

A
t the tender age of nine, I 
had an unforgettable expe-
rience coming face-to-face 
with a wild tiger near the 

hamlet of Kalijhora in the forested 
foothills of the Indian Himalayas. I 
was at a summer camp there with 
fellow classmates who weren’t able to 
return home for the school holidays, 
which for me, is Malaysia. 

On that fateful morning, I awoke 
before the others and decided to get 
an early start. Grabbing my towel 
and toiletries, which included a 
pouch of charcoal dust (a cheap but 
effective toothpaste), I headed down 
to the nearby river. As I dabbed my 
forefinger into my ‘toothpaste’ and 
proceeded to lace my teeth with the 
fine coal dust, something caught 
my attention. 

There was a sound in the forest. 
It was barely audible, but it had 
silenced the usual morning choir of 
wildlife. I slowly shifted my gaze to 
the opposite bank. 

Standing there was a tiger! A 
magnificent Bengal tiger. I froze. 
Lapping as it kept a watchful 
eye on me, it was no more than 
a (tiger’s) leap away – lapping, 
looking, and then... 

I would like to give you a detailed 
account of what happened next, but 
that’s all I remember! The traumatic 
experience must have erased my 
memory of the incident, and I can 
only assume that the tiger receded 
quietly into the forest after it had 
finished drinking. But, not before its 
image was deeply seared in my mind.

 That was a privileged moment in 
my life, one that I will never forget. 
I owe that tiger a profound debt of 
gratitude for letting me be, hence, 
allowing me to write this story 
almost 40 years later.

Tiger Lore Since that day, tigers have 
held a special place in my heart, and 
I’ve been intrigued by their mythic 
stature that is evident in many 
guises, woven into Asian folklore. 

References to the occult powers 
of tigers, for instance, can be found 
in the Atharva Veda – the fourth of 
four Vedic knowledge tomes revered 
by Hindus – as well as in the ancient 
Indian epics of the Ramayana and 
Mahabharata. The powerful tiger is 
also immortalised in rock drawings 
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dating back some 10,000 years in the 
Raisen district of Madhya Pradesh 
state in central India.

In Chinese mythology, the tiger 
symbolises yin, or material force, 
while in Tibetan culture, the tiger 
signifies immortality. Further north, 
the tiger is regarded as a deity by the 
Tungus people of Eastern Siberia, 
and in India and Malaysia, this 
remarkable creature is honoured as 
the national animal. The indigenous 
Naga community in Myanmar even 
believe man and tiger to be brothers, 
one human whilst the other, striped.

From scriptures to verse and 
song, the tiger is featured in various 
cultures. From the English poet 
William Blake’s The Tyger, to author 
Rudyard Kipling’s Shere Khan in 
Jungle Book and Yann Martel’s 
Richard Parker in Life of Pi – the 
tiger continues to have a strong hold 
on us, its symbolism as strong today 
as it was many millennia ago. 

As much as the tiger has enriched 
cultures around the world, its very 
survival is at a tipping point. All 
across Asia, tiger populations are 
dwindling at an alarming rate for 
various reasons including poaching 
and loss of habitat.

The good news, however, is that 
more and more people are beginning 
to understand the urgent need to 
protect the endangered tiger. 

One notable instance was in 2014 
in India, when 25,000 children in 
Maharashtra’s Chandrapur district 
took to the streets to collect two 
million signatures to incite change, 
prompting the Prime Minister to 
respond: “Our children have woken 
up; why are we adults all asleep?” 

United We Stand In his book 
Romantic Java As It Was & Is written 
in 1927, Hubert S Banner captures 
the awe the Javanese had for the 
tiger and how the locals appeased 

Music to  
the Rescue

TheCatWith5Tales 
is a project that 
brings together 
various artists 
and musicians 
to make a 
difference in tiger 

conservation. The Orange Tales 
music album – featuring Penang’s 
nightingale Bihzhu and singer-
actress Susan Lankester – the first 
initiative under TheCatWith5Tales, 
presents a mixture of tales from The 
Brothers Grimm and William Blake, 
as well as a original compositions. 
It consists of five songs, each with 
a tale of wishes, desires, duality, 
duplicity and dreams, and is an ode 
to both tiger and man. You can 
donate any amount to download 
your copy of Orange Tales. All 
donations are channeled to MYCAT 
for the conservation of the critically 
endangered Malayan tiger. 

Visit thecatwith5tales.org to get 
your copy of Orange Tales. The first 
100 customers can download the 
album for free by using the promo 
code – AIRASIAC5T.

IUCN Created in 1948, IUCN is the international authority on the status of the natural 
world and the measures needed to safeguard it. The IUCN Red List is the most 
comprehensive inventory of the global conservation status of plant and animal species.
iucn.org, iucnredlist.org
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it with song and chant before 
entering its domain. Every word 
was meant to pacify respected 
Tuan Nan Gedang (the ‘Lord of the 
Forest’) as a defender of the forest 
and its people. 

Sadly, the Javan tiger is listed 
by the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) as 
extinct on its IUCN Red List. To 
remember this tiger only in lore is 
a great tragedy.

According to the Malaysian 
Conservation Alliance for Tigers 
(MYCAT), the tiger population in 
the wild in Malaysia has declined 
from approximately 3,000 in the 
1950s to only around 300 in 2014, 
and the numbers continue to drop, 
leaving these big cats on the brink
of extinction. 

The tiger is part of our global 
heritage and for me, also a national 
symbol, lending itself to the Coat of 

Arms of Malaysia, which displays 
a shield framed by two tigers 
and bears the motto Bersekutu 
Bertambah Mutu, meaning ‘Unity 
is Strength’. 

Nothing could be truer if 
we want to save the tiger. By 
preserving the tiger as a species, 
we preserve an entire ecosystem, 
as protecting tigers results in also 
protecting all other animals that 
share their diverse habitat. When 
we save the tiger, we save the 
forests and ultimately, we save 
ourselves. It is a cause that unites 
us all. 

CAT Walk
for the Tiger

Citizen Action for Tigers, or CAT, is 
a one-of-a-kind tiger conservation 
initiative in Malaysia by MYCAT that 

empowers concerned citizens to 
deter poaching and enhance the 
protection of the Sungai Yu Tiger 

Corridor – a critical ecological 
passage that borders Taman 
Negara National Park. Home 

to some of the world’s oldest 
rainforests, the park stretches 

across three states in Peninsula 
Malaysia – Pahang, Kelantan 

and Terengganu – and makes 
up part of the tiger landscape 

along with the Belum-Temengor 
Forest Complex in Perak and 

Endau-Rompin National Park in 
Pahang and Johor. Launched in 

2010, the CAT Walk programme, 
one of the first in the world, is 

conducted by experienced and 
certified MYCAT leaders. CAT 

Walk volunteers patrol poaching 
hotspots with their MYCAT leader 
to look for signs of illegal activity, 
among other things. Information 
on findings made during the CAT 
Walk is passed on to the MYCAT 

Wildlife Crime Hotline so MYCAT 
can alert the relevant authorities. 

For more details on programme 
information and registration, visit 

mycat.my/catwalk.

1. A fluorescent painting of the 
movie Life of Pi on display at the 
Universal Magic World indoor 
theme park in Guangzhou, China  
2. This portrait of Chinese origin 
depicts a Malayan tiger lying on a 
rock in the forest.

MYCAT Focusing exclusively on the conservation of tigers, MYCAT is an alliance of the 
Malaysian Nature Society, TRAFFIC, Wildlife Conservation Society-Malaysia, Wildlife 
Society of Selangor and WWF-Malaysia, supported by the Department of Wildlife and 
National Parks Peninsular Malaysia. mycat.my
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