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D iwDOSTAN numbers among its 

cemeteries the Five Towers of 

Silence. These towers are 

the burial places of a very 

peculiar people—the Parsees, 

or fire-worshippers, a sect 

founded by a prophet who 

lived before the Moses of our 

Bible. They are of Persian 

descent, and are a rich and 

prosperous class of people, 

even though they do worship 

the sun, and believe that the earth represents 

God, and is too sacred to be their resting- 

place. Eating anything cooked by a person 

of another religion is contrary to their faith, 

and they object to beef and pork. Marri- 

ages can only be contracted with persons of 

their own caste or creed, and polygamy is 

forbidden. Long association with Europeans 

has, however, borne fruit lately in a very 

serious schism in the Parsee community. 

One party having become more liberal in 

their ideas, wish to make sundry innovations 

in their religion, which is still the worship 

of fire in much the same manner as it was 

observed by the first followers of Zoroaster, 

2,500 year ago. These innovators are, how- 

ever, stoutly resisted by the conservative 

section. Their mode of burial illustrates 

one of the peculiarities of their religion. 

The Towers of Silence, or burial-places of 

‘the Parsees, are walled enclosures, contain- 

ing one or more square towers built of grey 

stone. In the top of these towers is a 

spacious grating upon which the naked 

  
corpse is placed and left to be devoured by. 

the crows and vultures and other birds of 

prey, who are in consequence attracted to 

this locality, and are always to be seen, in 

various stages of repletion, on the branches 

of the trees surrounding the cemetery. 

There are five of these strange black 

granite towers just outside Bombay. They 

are tall columns, twelve or fifteen feet high   
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and forty feet wide, of solid stone, inclosing 

a deep well. Of course this leaves a large 

stone platform all around the mouth of 

the well. But I will let a recent traveller 

describe it:— 

“Compartments, radiating like the spokes 

of a wheel from the well in the middle, are 

arranged on this platform in three rings or 

circles of open stone coffins. In the outer- 

most circle are placed the bodies of men, in 

the middle those of women, and in the 

inner and smaller circle, nearest the wall, 

those of children. 

The parapet of each tower has an ex 

traordinary coping, formed, not of dead 

stone, but of living vultures. These birds, 

on the occasion of my visit, had settled 

themselves side by side in perfect order, 

and in a complete circle around the para- 

pets of the towers, with their heads pointed 

inwards; and so lazily did they sit there, 

and so motionless were they, that, except 

for their colour, they might have been carved 

out of the stonework. Presently a sudden 

stir among the vultures made us raise our 

heads. At least a hundred birds collected 

round one of the towers began to show 

symptoms of excitement, ‘while others 

swooped down from-‘neighbouring _ trees. 

The cause of this soon revealed itself. A 

funeral was seen to be approaching. 

You know that vultures live on the flesh 

of the dead, and the wonderful instinct 

which God has given them made them aware 

of the near approach of that on which they 

love to feed. These terrible birds have 

watched many a funeral to that lonely spot. 

All the bodies of the Parsees are buried 

in the Towers of Silence. When a Parsee 

dies, the body is wrapped in a white sheet, 

and carried by bearers, dressed in pure 

white garments, to the garden, the friends 

following at some distance. The bearers 

then unlock the door of one of the towers 

and lay the body, uncovered, in one of the


