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.. declined sharply and the already sluggish 
river system began shifting westward. Strong 
winds lifted sand and silt particles from 
alluvial sediments and deposited them in the 
region, and the true desert began to form. 
Aridity, however, repeatedly gave way to 
humidity. and then the sand dunes stabilised, 
soil formed and vegetation sprang back to 
life. Man thrived during these congenial 
periods. 

The harshest period of aridity ended 
around 7,000 years ago, and the area re- 

, ceived unprecedented rainfall. As the vege- 
tation reverted t o  its pre-desert lushness, the 
people turned to nomadic pastoralism, tend- 
ing sheep and cattle-a life-style that en- 
dures till today. The wet stretch lasted 3,000 

* years, but then semi-arid conditions set 
in-and man was able to adapt to  that too. 
Misra sums up: "The Thar Desert was 
created because of climatic and hydrological 
changes, and man's role has been minimal. 
In fact, man has adapted very well t o  the 
semi-arid conditions." 

Conse~at ion:  Nomadic tribes still in- 
habit the region-among them the 
Vanvavris, who collect money, hunt small 
game and live in the open on the dunes. 
There is a n  ingrained conservation instinct: 
the khejri tree, one of the handful that exist in 
the area, is stripped of foliage for fodder, but 
this is done cyclically so  that the tree has 
enough time t o  recover its leaf cover. Misra 
claims: "The desert can support large popu- 
lations if agriculture is helped by intensive 
irrigation. Otherwise the old pattern of no- 
madic pastoralism has its own in-built 
safeguards." 

Misra's advice about intensive irri- 
gation is all the more timely because the Thar 
is now supporting an exploding population 
of around 10 million. The grazing lands are 
shrinking and the scanty-and rare-rain- 
fall encourages piecemeal agriculture in 
areas where the sand dunes have stabilised 
over several thousand years. This loosens 
topsoil and aids wind erosion, adding t o  the 
damage caused by overgrazing. As Misra 

warns: "If we try to  mix unirrigated agricul- 
ture and concentrated grazing, that spells 
doom." 

The one way of greening the sands is to  
bring water to them in a systematic way. The 
ambitious Rajasthan canal's upper reaches 
in Ganganagar district have already trans- 
formed the desert there. Rajaguru points 
out: "The stabilised dunes that prevail in this 
region consist of mature soil and will react 
very well to  proper irrigation." But these 
ideas have not yet become prevalent and 
work on the canal is proceeding at a pace 
that would put even a snail to shame. As for 
archaeology, India is not a signatory to  the 
World Heritage Commission of Unesco. 
although Rajasthan alone holds such trea- 
sures of archaeological and geological ma- 
terial. Nor is there a department of ar- 
chaeology in any of Rajasthan's three 
universities. 

Warnings: Conservationists abroad 
hold views that reinforce the Didwana 
team's findings. In his book Losing Ground, 
Erik P. Eckholm points out that north-west 
India is the world's most densely populated 
arid zone. Unplanned and unirrigated culti- 
vation on the one hand. and shrinking 
grazing lands on the other, says Eckholm. 
have seriously affected "the productivity of 
an arid area covering more than a fifth of 
India. an area larger than France". Reid 
Bryson and David Baerreis of the University 
of Wisconsin, USA, say that the dense pall of 
dust annually covering north-west India and 
eastern Pakistan has led to  a discernible fall 
in the area's rainfall. 

Rajasthan has been experiencing severe 
drought for the last two and a half y e a s  and 
has witnessed large-scale migrations of lives- 
tock out of the state. Asserts Agrawal: "Our 
entire ecological consciousness is topsy- 
tuwy. We should treat environment not as  
an entity but as  a process." Modern man 
may yet live in the Thar as his ancestors did 
long ago-leading a comfortable existence 
alongside life-giving rivers. 

- CHAITANYA KALBAG 

Schools 
colleges and 
institutions 
Tourist Camp has clean and well 
maintained accommodation in 
specially designed huts amidst 
lawns and gardens. It is  
conveniently located close to 
Connaught Place and Railway 
Station and has a restaurant 
and many other facilities. 
An ideal place to stay for groups 
and families. 
Tariff Rs. 241- for a double room, 
but we have a special concessio- 
nal group-rate for students at 
Rs. 61- per person. 
"A really fantastic and well organised 
Camp-superb in all respects. The 
cost is well within the means of 
students. but the service is of very 
high standard". Dr. A.N. Latey, Deptt 
of Zoology. Poona University. 

For reservations please 
contact : 

Opposite Irwin Hospital 
J. L.. Nehru Marg, 
New Delhi-110002 
Phone : 272898 
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