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Oamaru gets a taste of bharatnatyam
Gaurav sharMa

Even though the Indian 
population is not 
substantial in the 

Victorian town of Oamaru, 
just south of Christchurch, two 
12-year-olds, Rhea Ratgali and 
Vannisah Ramu, have taken it 
upon themselves to keep the 
Indian culture well and truly 

alive here. The girls, who have 
been learning the ropes of 
bharatnatyam under Rhea’s 
mother Josephine Ratgali for 
the past seven years, recently 
performed a special Shiv Tandav 
at Oamaru Opera House on 
the occasion of Race Relations 
Day Celebrations Multicultural 
Concert. Organised by Waitaki 

Multicultural Council and Safer 
Waitaki, with Race Relations 
Commissioner Dame Susan 
Devoy in attendance, the event 
saw performances by the Polish, 
Indonesian, Philippines, and 
South American community  
as well. Josephine, who 
immigrated to New Zealand in 
2000, is a trained bharatnatyam 

dancer. “I learnt it during my 
growing up years in Chennai. 

“Now with Rhea, I have found 
a way to keep my passion alive. 

“Even though we don’t 
have many Indians here, 
the support from the wider 
community has been very 
encouraging for the girls,”  
she added.

Traces of India’s 150 years of bone trade 
in Shantytown on the West Coast
How India monopolised the trade of human remains for over one-and-a-half century and how it all ended
Gaurav sharMa

Journalism is an interesting 
profession. We spend 
most of our time chasing 

stories, and sometimes, we 
stumble upon something that we 
think might interest our readers. 
This is what happened on a trip 
to Shantytown in Greymouth in 
South Island’s West Coast, where 
Indian Weekender discovered 
traces of bone trade from India 
to New Zealand. This is the story 
of India’s 150 years of exporting 
human skeleton remains, in which 
the country once had a monopoly.

She probably had a name; 
maybe a family too. But for some 
thousand visitors who come to 
Shantytown every year, she is the 
skeleton of an Indian girl who was 
just 16 when she died.

To be sure, the incorporated 
Society, which manages the 
exhibits in Shantytown has 
taken utmost care to maintain 
and preserve her dignity. The 
description under her display case 
reads: “The skeleton is female and 
is of Indian origin. She is said to 
be approximately 16 years old. 
She was used for medical training 
purposes by the Greymouth St 
John for many years. She has been 
through two floods in Greymouth 
and some parts are missing as a 
result of that. It was poorly stored 
for many years until someone 
decided she should be better cared 
for. Shantytown was offered the 
skeleton and decided it could 
be used for display in the Rewa 
Hospital. The staff wanted to be 
as respectful as possible. They 
felt she had such a poor life after 
death. It was decided to build a 
display case for her and line it with 
foam and velvet. The skeleton was 
put together by the collections 
department and some parts 
have been rewired to ensure the 
parts stayed together when she  
was shifted.”

While no statistics are available 
on the volume of bone trade from 
India to New Zealand, given that 
both have shared history with 
the United Kingdom, joining the  
dots is easy.

As brilliantly narrated by 
investigative journalist Scott 
Carney in his book The Red 
Market, as well as in his article 
for Wired, it all started when 
advancements in medical sciences 
in 19th century Europe meant that 
demand for human remains far 
outstripped supply.

“In England, home of many of 
the world’s pre-eminent medical 
institutions, grave robbing 
became so commonplace that 
certain cemeteries were famous 
for battles between grieving 
families and marauding medical 
students. To contain the problem, 
the government passed the 
Anatomy Act of 1832, allowing 
doctors to take any corpse that was 
left unclaimed in a city morgue 
or hospital. The law put an end 
to grave robbery, but the supply 
of legal skeletons still couldn’t 
keep up with demand. So British 
doctors looked to the colonies. In 
India, members of the dom caste, 
who traditionally performed 
cremations, were pressed into 
service processing bones. In the 
1850s, Calcutta Medical College 
processed 900 skeletons a year, 

mostly for shipment abroad. A 
century later, a newly independent 
India dominated the world market 
for human bones,” he writes.

There were reports that 
exporters made millions by this 
trade during the infamous Bengal 
famine of 1943. Indranil Banerjee 
in his article for the India Today 
wrote, “At the height of the Bengal 
famine in 1943, Life magazine 
of the US had shocked the world 
by running a feature on an 
enterprising Calcuttan[,] who was 
making a fortune by exporting 
human skeletons. Life accused 
the exporter, Sanker Narayan Sen, 
of making skeletons from famine 
victims fished out of rivers or 
picked up from the killing fields  
of Bengal.”

Such an unhindered trade 
ensured that when India gained 
independence in 1947 from the 
UK, the country was already 
the largest exporter of human 
skeletons in the world, with 
Kolkata [or Calcutta as it was 
called then] being the centre of 
it all.

For the next almost three 
decades the business went 
unabated till Indira Gandhi 
decided to ban the export in 1975. 
The ban, as reported by the Los 
Angeles Times at that time, “came 
in response to long-standing 
complaints about the trade, in 

part from neo-nationalists who 
viewed it as degrading and partly 
from Calcutta’s Muslims, who 
bury their dead rather than burn 
them and who suspected that the 
skeleton dealers were little more 
than grave robbers”.

But the ban was reversed 
two years later by the Janata 
Party Government in 1977 with a 
stipulation that everybody being 
turned into a skeleton must be 
accompanied by a police certificate 
stating that the body was collected 
legally. This, while doing 
nothing to stop the exports, only 
encouraged police corruption.

Bimalendu Bhattacharjee, one 
of Kolkata’s major human remains 
exporters and a former president 
of the Indian Association 
of Exporters of Anatomical 
Specimens was quoted by LA 
Times saying, “We had to give 
bribes to the police each time we 
got a body. They’d ask for 100,000 
rupees (about US$5,200) for one 
certificate. We’d give them 5,000 
rupees for several. Well, it wasn’t 
all on the up-and-up, but the 
business went on as usual.”

By 1984, according to figures 
provided by Indian Customs, the 
export of human bones from India 
touched US$6.7 million annually. 
The Indian parliament debated 
on figures of 50,000 human 
skeletons being exported from the 

poor eastern states of Bihar and 
West Bengal.

In fact, as mentioned by 
Carney in his book, “In 1985[,] 
the Chicago Tribune reported that 
India had exported 60,000 skulls 
and skeletons the year before. The 
supply was sufficient for every 
medical student in the developed 
world to buy a bone box along with 
their textbooks for just US$300.”

Although, with this came an 
increase in incidents of body 
snatching and stealing partially 
burnt bodies from cremation 
grounds. Even more disturbing 
were the reports of some traders 
exporting 15,000 skeletons of 
children in just a few years, as such 
remains fetched higher prices.

All this resulted in a huge public 
backlash against the trade forcing 
the then Finance Minister of India 
V P Singh to ban the trade once 
and for all on August 16, 1985. All 
13 licensed firms engaged in this 
trade (all were based in Kolkata) 
were told to shut shop.

This, as noted by Carney in 
his Wired article, effectively shut 
down international trade in human 
skeletons. “Medical schools in the 
US and Europe begged the Indian 
government to reverse the export 
ban, to no avail,” he writes, thus 
ending India’s reign of 150 years 
as the world’s primary source of 
bones used in medical study.
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