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Hunting for wild animals is stimulated by the many 
different human uses of faunal resources.  Hunting for 
sport is one of the oldest recreational uses of wildlife and 
existed for more than 2500 years since Ancient Greek 
times.  It was largely practiced by royalty, the upper 
social classes and colonial rulers (Coningham 1995;  
Smalley 2005; Griffin 2007).  Among the many large 
animals hunted for sport were crocodilians.  Accounts 
of the hunting of crocodiles are common in the 19th 
and early 20th century literature, and such hunting was 
particularly common in the British colonies (MacKenzie 

Abstract: Use of live animals as bait is not an uncommon practice 
in hunting worldwide.  However, some curious accounts of the use 
of human babies as bait to lure crocodiles in sport hunting exist on 
the island of Sri Lanka, where sport hunting was common during the 
British colonial period.  Herein we compile the available records, 
review other records of the practice, and discuss the likelihood of the 
exercise actually having taken place.

Keywords: Ceylon, colonial period, Crocodylus porosus, Crocodylus 
palustris, live bait, sport hunting.

1997; Taylor 2004), including the island of Sri Lanka (then 
called Ceylon), where several early writers described the 
practice of hunting and catching crocodiles (e.g., Bennett 
1843; Sirr 1850; Baker 1854; Tennent 1861; Clark 1901; 
Hornaday 1901; Wright 1907; Hagenbeck & Hoeven 
1942).

During a recent review of the historical literature 
pertaining to the crocodiles of Sri Lanka, we came across 
some curious accounts of the use of human babies as 
bait to lure crocodiles in sport hunting on the island.  We 
compile these records here, and review other records of 
the practice. 

Babies as bait 
Two species of crocodiles inhabit Sri Lanka: the 

Saltwater Crocodile Crocodylus porosus, which is largely 
restricted to the coastal areas of the south and south-west, 
and the Mugger C. palustris which occurs throughout the 
lowland dry zone (Whitaker & Whitaker 1979; Santiapillai 
& de Silva 2001; de Silva 2013).  The historical distribution 
and abundance of both species was greater than today 
(Kelaart 1852; Ferguson 1877; Deraniyagala 1939), and, 
given that they were not legally protected until recently, 
hunting of the animals was also common (Deraniyagala 
1930; Tutein-Nolthenius 1934; Ahlip 1965).  Among the 
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Ahlip (1965) reports the use of monkey meat as bait 
for Muggers and Clark (1901) states that crocodiles in 
Ceylon are most easily shot from points of ambush near 
the carcasses of cattle or a young ‘pariah’ dog (possibly 
referring to a stray dog), or a puppy that has been tied up 
at the bank.  The yelping of the puppy is said to attract the 
crocodiles and bring them within easy shooting distance.  
Deraniyagala (1939) reported how live dogs were used 
to lure crocodiles, and the usage of living as well as dead 
animals as bait was a common practice (Rajakarurnnayake 
2000).  Given that these authors explicitly cite the use of 
other live bait for crocodiles, it is surprising that they did 
not encounter any incidents in which babies were used 
as bait.

Many hunting strategies involve live bait to lure 
prey to the hunter, but very few involve using humans 
as bait.  Among current examples are members of 
certain African tribes using their feet as lures to extract 
pythons from burrows (http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=kqVfgJrDYS0) and fishermen in the southern 
United States ‘noodling’  for  large catfish  offering their 
hands as lures (Salazar 2002).  In both cases the hunter 
uses his own body as a lure, whereas in historical times 
hunters sometimes used other humans as bait to attract 
their prey.  For example, African ‘coolies’ were used to 
lure lions for shooting during the construction of the 
Mombasa-Uganda railway in East Africa in 1898 (Mannix 
1978).  However, these probably involved adult humans 
rather than infants.  Hence these anecdotal reports of 
using human babies as live bait in sport hunting constitute 
an important record in early hunting practices, as well as 
shining a new light on our colonial history. 
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