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Reconstructing the great Bengal cyclone of 1737
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ABS'I'RACT. Havina est. bIbbed thai the r~re of 300.000 quoted as the human casualty in the legen­
derysouth Bcnaal stormof 1731 was an implant(Sen Sarma 1994) and the simultaneous earthquake a myth
(Sen Sarma 1993, Bilham .l994) iJ. wal neceuary 10 freshly evaluate that storm u 10 iu In''erity and
destrudiw im plCt.

The strenllh o(siorm wu usessed by ulina the reportedSUI'JC oC 40 fl aJ the output in Ghosh's (1977)
IUrJe computina scheme aDd anivina at the required input ~. The probable track or the Jtorm was
reconstru cted with the help or an ana101\1Cl. The likely area inundated by 'sienificant' IUfie wu demarcated
by anatolY-with 1970Baqladelh alarm (Frankand HUJain 19T1). The affected population of that areawa.
estimated from the decadal ~reJ for Bt-na:al areaJoint backward from recent times 10 1801. Finally, the
number of IiWlS 1011 wu inlemd from the available data on the monalily ratio in the Andhra cyclone
of 1977.

It is eSlimatcdIhalthe cyclone ofl7-n was. T 7 SIano and had taken35.OCQ lives(Iheerrormll'l in beina
IO,OClO on either side of thai (\lUre).

KrJ wonb - C)-clonc. Storm SUfie, Natural disaster.

1. Introdu~tion

One of the earliest of known "Killer" cyclones
hit south Bengal in the year 1737, It is reputed (~.g"

Tannehill 1945) to have taken an estimated 300,000
lives and so is regarded as one of the worst natural
disasters in history. However, a recent stud)' (Sen
Sarma 1994) has found that this casualty figure got
into circulation from a distorted version of a report
whose origina! mentions no number. The .only
estimate recorded at that time is 3.000 deaths in a
part of the affected area.

The distorted version had also misled some into
believing that the event was mainly seismical and
the casualty, by implication. was mainly due to an
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earthquake. This undesirable equivoca tion about
the nature of such a major event has been sought to
be removed in othe r stud ies (Sen Sarma 1993,
Bilham 1994). Evidences have been adduced to
establish that there was no earthquake and the
death and destruction was wrought entirely by a
tropical cyclone by generaled storm surge.

The present enquiry arises out of a perceived
need to re-evalua te the event and to put it in proper
perspective as to its severity and destructive impact,
particularly the lives lost To do that, it was
necessary to reconstruct the storm, its intensity and
track at landfall. the area and population affected
by it and finally the toll it look in human lives. Use
was made of inform ation culled OUI mainly from












