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To my parents,
from whom I have learned so much











I don’t try to fool myself that the stories of individuals are themselves arguments. I just believe that better arguments, maybe even better policies, get formulated when we know more about ordinary lives.


katherine boo,
Behind the Beautiful Forevers1












PROLOGUE


Gathering String




It may be that when we no longer know what to do we have come to our real work, and that when we no longer know which way to go we have begun our real journey.


wendell berry,Standing by Words1
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Bangalore
July 2007


OUTSIDE, THE RAIN HAMMERED DOWN, RELENTLESS IN ITS intensity. I huddled under the covers, in the grip of a fever that refused to let up.


At 2:30 that afternoon, with a thermometer read-out of 104°F, I logged into a call to China, cued up my presentation and passed the next hour in a febrile stupor. Shivering and exhausted, I dragged myself out of my den and up a flight of stairs, swallowed a paracetamol and crashed into oblivion.


When I woke up, it was night, and my temperature had kicked up another notch – to 105°F.


Several days of blood tests and hospital visits later, I learned that I had paratyphoid. I am allergic to antibiotics; my recovery was going to be slow and precarious. I took leave from the multinational corporation where I worked as a market researcher, studying technology consumption behaviour in the Asia-Pacific region and its implications for marketing strategy.


Days passed in a delirium. The monsoon kept up a tympanic backbeat to my misery, crashing against the windowpanes. My mother installed herself as resident caregiver, disciplinarian and guardian angel; she fed me nutritious meals and maintained vigil to ensure I did nothing in the way of work. Huddled under blankets, I drifted in and out of fever dreams.
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My childhood in eighties’ Bombay was a mix of many worlds. My father worked for a company that housed its employees in a gated colony – a wooded, hilly township accessible by a kilometre-long road that led away from the metropolis. My second-floor bedroom window was curtained by the boughs of trees on which sang orioles and ioras, barbets and bee-eaters, bulbuls and parakeets.


I was seven when a spotted owlet hopped onto our balcony late one evening, and I remember my pre-teen self feeling an unprecedented exhilaration. I spent my teenage evenings walking through brush and cycling on paths that rose and fell at steep inclines; I devoured books in the shade of a mango tree; friends plucked gooseberries that I carried in the swell of my skirt to someone’s porch, where we sucked on them with lips that puckered against the tartness – a life that was a part of, and yet apart from, the press of humanity that is Bombay.


My father, an engineer by training, worked for a thermal power company. Though a trained nutritionist, my mother taught English, science and geography at a local school. Papa did not believe in owning a car, and we lived in a city where public transport – Bombay’s BEST buses and suburban trains – satisfied all of our travel needs. He role-modelled cycling to the closest highway and then using a bus to reach the nearest train station that took him to the other end of town for work. Every day, Mamma walked to and back from school, a mile from where we lived. Thus, my sister and I grew up walking, cycling, riding buses and trains all over our island megacity.


Even though my father’s scope of work did not involve renewable energy sources, he was convinced about their efficacy as far back as the early eighties – long before climate change and clean, green energy became catchphrases. When I was eight, he built a solar cooker for our home – a wooden box painted black on the outside and lined with aluminium foil on the inside, with four reflective flaps that directed sunlight into the cavity. We cooked rice in it, and sometimes lentils – a tad unsatisfactorily, according to Mamma. It fell upon my sister and me to take turns running up to the terrace to orient the cooker towards the sun every few hours.


My family’s reading tastes were eclectic: my father introduced us to literature as diverse as Kalidasa, Shakespeare, Mahatma Gandhi, Masanobu Fukuoka and Wendell Berry. Mamma, who comes from a family of academics, insisted on instilling communication skills in us. Good writing – including handwriting – and public speaking were important parts of my school life. On Sundays Papa would take us birdwatching. My sister and I would wake up at 4:30 a.m., as would some of the neighbourhood kids. Papa took us all in tow, the party walking a kilometre to the main road to catch one BEST bus, then another, until we reached Sanjay Gandhi National Park by daybreak. Here we would trek several kilometres through thick forests and across streams, binoculars around our necks, eager eyes straining to find birds and any other wildlife that might have been dwelling in those parts.


Those were exhilarating times. I devoured Salim Ali’s Book of Indian Birds,2 memorizing bird calls, what they ate, how long they lived, poring over the illustrations, planning ‘expeditions’ through the neighbouring woods with my sister for company.


In those days, a Wendell Berry poem that my father read to us seeped deep into my teenage mind. ‘Reverdure’3 began with an ode to curiosity . . .




You never know


What you are going to learn





. . . and went on to alternate between turning inwards and peeking outwards at the land, expounding an ethic that was gentle and harmonious, enduring and renewing – one that would serve as a lodestar for me decades later.




No leaf falls there that is lost;


all that falls rises, opens,


sings; what was, is.





We lived in a small apartment, 1,100 square feet – two bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen and a tiny room in the back that my parents, both voracious readers, had converted into a library. It was my refuge when guests came over; I would tune out the sound of conversations and tune into the world of words.


But one conversation refused to be shut out. My grand-uncle, a senior economist with the World Bank, visited us every other year from the United States. While my mother and my grand-aunt went into their private huddle to bring each other up to date on family news, I sat hunched behind a pale blue cotton curtain, my antennae tuned to the male voices in the living room – voices that started out low and cordial but tensed and grew in volume and vigour within minutes.


In the eighties, massive hydropower dams were still being built all over the world under the auspices of the World Bank. My father, who marched with protesters carrying ‘Save The Western Ghats’ banners, and with activists who advocated for protecting Kerala’s Silent Valley (he would later join the Narmada Bachao Andolan too), was dead set against large dams, believing them to carry an enormous ecological and social cost.


Long before world opinion began to look askance at those ‘temples of modern India’, my father had understood the price we would pay for every such interruption of a living, flowing, inhabited river. My grand-uncle took the opposite tack, pushing the merits of big hydro. As the evening wore on, their exchanges intensified and their faces reddened with the vehemence of their contrasting positions, until they ran out of breath as well as arguments and agreed to disagree.


My father, back then, was in a minority of one in his opposition to unplanned, unbridled development. It made a mark on me – his courage to stand for his convictions. My grand-uncle and other relatives, who came home and got caught up in these debates, were highly educated, erudite men, some of them tenured professors in American universities. How was it that none of them could see what my father recognized so early on?


That led me to wonder how, since arguments were clearly ineffective, one could fruitfully communicate fundamental ecological issues to the public; tell stories that married hydrology, ecology, social science and lucid communication; and reach past rhetoric to open minds to the unfamiliar and the inconvenient.


Those preoccupations stayed with me through my years in India as a master’s student of physics, and later as a graduate student of design and business administration in Phoenix, Arizona, and remained a constant as I went to work, rushing from one meeting to the next in the conference rooms of a multinational corporation, first in the US and then in Bangalore.
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That July night, as I lay on sheets drenched with the sweat of my agitations, all those lived experiences washed over me with renewed energy. It was as if that enforced pause from the frenetic pace of corporate life was exactly what I needed for clarity. Tossing about on my sickbed, I asked myself over and over: ‘When will you stop doing what you can do and start doing what you really want to do?’


A line I had read and absorbed at some point came back to me, as if in answer to my question: ‘And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.’


In time, I recovered. Soon after my convalescence, on a decisive day in September 2007, I composed one of the hardest emails I have ever written to one of the best bosses I’ve ever had. I told her I wanted to quit my well-paying corporate job and venture into the uncertain world of environmental storytelling. ‘I want to read, research, shoot and write about the fate of our landscapes,’ I wrote.


Having cut the cord that bound me to my day job and decided to become a storyteller, I realized I had no idea how to go about it. I knew no one in Bangalore – editors, writers, or anyone who may have been interested in the kind of work I envisaged doing. I cold-called magazines, wrote emails to strangers, submitted story pitches and even fully composed stories, not knowing if I’d ever hear back.


I even got published in a few travel magazines – it wasn’t what I had set out to do, and the few articles that did get published didn’t fetch much income either. To make ends meet, I consulted with a market research firm and freelanced for my previous corporate employer. I bought a full-frame digital SLR camera and some cutting-edge lenses, blowing through what was left of my savings. Travelling and exploring geographies, I spent far more than I was making. I logged on to Facebook and Twitter to connect with journalists, editors, wildlife biologists, hydrologists and environmental activists. Many were generous with their time, guiding and teaching me, pointing me to resources, correcting misconceptions, taking me along on field trips.


Five years after my exit from corporate life – five years of learning, watching, doing – I realized that if I wanted to pursue my passion in earnest, I would need to give it my all; there could be no half measures. So I stopped consulting, giving up my safety net in order to fully commit to storytelling.


It was in 2012 that Twitter led me to Prem Panicker, managing editor of Yahoo! India at the time. At a meeting in a coffee shop with a different acquaintance I knew from social media, I had learnt about an ancient method of rainwater harvesting in the deep Thar. I wanted to pursue that story, I told Prem. He said that Yahoo would give me space to tell my story, even if they could not pay for travel.


But I was determined. Dipping into my savings, I booked tickets and set off for Rajasthan, flying from Bangalore to Jodhpur, where I met with Pradip Krishen, who was restoring desert ecosystems around Mehrangarh Fort. Together, with his team of naturalists – Harsha and Payal – we drove into the deep Thar beyond Jaisalmer, to explore. A few days later, I broke away from the team and went off to pursue the story I’d come for. All I had with me was the name and number of a shepherd-farmer in Ramgarh, a border-outpost town an hour or two northwest of the golden city of Jaisalmer. I got to the Jaisalmer bus stop and, weighted down by my backpack and camera bag, clambered onto a crowded bus which dropped me off a few hours later at a crossroads tea stall.


There was no sign of Chhattar Singh, the shepherd-farmer, and no response to my calls. I settled down at the tea stall and ordered my second cup. He materialized presently. A slight man of about fifty years with a head full of hair, dressed in a white kurta-pyjama, climbed out of an autorickshaw. ‘Namaskaar,’ he said with hands folded and a smile that revealed bright white teeth. Hauling my bags into the three-wheeler, we climbed in and went a short distance to the small stone house where I was to stay. There were two bare rooms – one locked, one open. Chhattar Singh motioned for me to take the open room. There was no bed; only a dhurrie on the floor, a fan, and a single naked bulb dangling from the ceiling.


I stepped out onto the porch to find two plastic chairs and a plastic table on which rested a plastic can of water. We sat down, and I began to ask him about the area. He interrupted me before I could make much headway. ‘How much time do you have?’


I had only booked a one-way ticket, I told him, as I had no idea how long I would need in the desert. He smiled. Somehow I had offered the right answer; Chhattar Singh would not be hurried.


Over the next few days I walked the desert with Chhattar Singh in the blazing heat of summer. I saw what he showed me, listened to his stories, took notes as he explained how villagers in the area prepared the desert floor to harvest rainwater. And I learned a lesson that would set the tone for how I would tell my own stories: to really understand a landscape, you have to invest time, live in it, become one with it. ‘You can’t tell this story,’ Chhattar Singh had said to me on the porch on my first day in his village, ‘if you don’t see for yourself how the desert changes with the seasons and how my people adapt to it.’


I called Prem and told him I would need an entire year for this one story alone. At first there was silence, as Prem was likely considering his options. But I knew the man was committed to The Story, among the last of his tribe. Whatever it takes to tell it in the best possible way has always been his mantra. ‘Do what you have to do,’ he said.


Starting in 2013, I returned to Ramgarh almost every month, observing the desert, living amidst its people, walking with shepherds as they tended their flocks, watching the landscape change, drinking endless cups of chai and engaging in bantal, the word the locals use for aimless conversations.


But ‘aimless’ can be relative. A reporter on assignment engages in transactional conversations, armed with a list of questions she wants answered; there is no time or inclination for digressions. But digressions can lead you down interesting avenues, as I discovered when a casual sentence heard over a fourth cup of chai spawned an idea for a story – it would have scarcely occurred to me in one hurried, agenda-driven visit.


I paid for those trips to the desert out of my own pocket, decimating my savings further. But in return, the time spent there instilled in me a deep respect for the landscape that far outweighed the costs. There was no substitute for giving time, paying attention and closely observing the land and the intricately interconnected relationships that played out on it. No substitute either for ‘seeing’ with all your senses. Had I not experienced the desert through the seasons, had I been content with one stint in the desert – or two – I would not have begun to fathom the land’s rhythm which informs every aspect of lives lived against all odds.


Around this time, I came across a map of India’s northeast with tiny black bars all over it – each bar a dam. The government planned to dam all the tributaries of the mighty Brahmaputra river, some of them several times over. What this would do to the fragile ecology of the Eastern Himalaya was beyond imagining – I felt I had to document that large river basin in its current state, and follow its fate over the years as the government’s plans fructified.


Thus, in 2014, I turned my focus to the Ganga–Brahmaputra–Meghna basin, the most populated river basin in the world, where large hydropower dams and barrages had already played havoc with lives and landscapes.


I couldn’t have sent Yahoo a vaguer pitch: ‘I want to go to the basin, walk around and tell stories.’ What stories exactly? ‘I wouldn’t know until I get there.’ How long a trip and how many stories? ‘I can’t say.’ Stories of the land take as long as they take; they can hardly adhere to a schedule or abide by an editor’s clock. Yet, miraculously, my editor at Yahoo flashed the green light, and I set off in pursuit.


Following a thread I had picked up in Upper Assam, I went to Arunachal Pradesh, climbing back down to Lower Assam to pursue a related thread. It led me across the border into Bangladesh, where I found several other pieces of string. Thus was born ‘River Diaries’, a project that allowed me to criss-cross the Ganga–Brahmaputra–Meghna basin, telling stories as I went. This lasted for six months, until the Yahoo management changed, corporate priorities took over, and the funding dried up.


By then, however, I was fully vested in telling these stories and telling them my way. So I secured loans, applied for grants, and kept travelling, documenting landscapes, connecting dots. Sometimes I would not publish for months if I felt I didn’t understand enough or I had not seen seasonal change that was central to the story.


Rainer Maria Rilke likens the life of an artist to that of a tree, and his words are true of storytelling about landscapes too: ‘In this there is no measuring with time, a year doesn’t matter, and ten years are nothing.’4 That need to absorb myself in landscapes deepened further with time and was reaffirmed when I came upon a wise professor’s urgings. Environmental stories, Rob Nixon writes in ‘Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor’, are about ‘slow violence’5 – a kind of destruction that unleashes itself incrementally, over seasons, often over generations. Unspectacular and sometimes imperceptible, it can be spatially dispersed: a disruption in one place can affect landscapes and lives several hundreds of miles away. Those who live in these landscapes – and the ecosystems themselves – die by a thousand cuts.


In my work, I was seeing several examples first-hand. The fifty-year-old barrage at Farakka, the head of the Ganga delta in West Bengal, that is wreaking havoc to this day is a veritable instance of ‘slow violence’ – and it is hardly the only one.


Almost every account in this book, therefore, is an example of misguided decisions, warnings wilfully ignored, evidence disregarded, inevitably paving the way for impending or currently unravelling disasters that may never make the news.


This book is not meant to be a comprehensive account of India’s landscapes – far from it. It is rather a record of my early attempts at gathering string from all over, of returning to places to pick up old threads and find new ones, of knotting them together to weave a fabric that might, eventually, come together in a tapestry that celebrates a more gentle, just and equitable land ethic. For it is my belief that the ancient practice of listening to the land and doing right by it can yet be reclaimed.


[image: A silhouette image of a hand carefully picking blades of grass.]









PART 1


THE DESERT


[image: A close-up view captures a vulture hovering in the sky. Below, in the desert, a shepherd oversees three goats while two camels ascend a mound. Four windmills stand in the backdrop.]









A LIQUID MEMORY




The Kurukshetra war having ended, Krishna and Arjuna were returning to Dwarka through a vast stretch of desert. On Mount Trikut, the rishi Uttung was practising austerities. Krishna bowed to him and, pleased with his devotion, offered him a boon. The rishi, who scarcely spared a thought for himself, said: ‘If I have any merit, my Lord, may this region never suffer from scarcity of water.’


 ‘Let it be so,’ said Krishna.


Anupam Mishra,


(adapted from) The Radiant Raindrops of Rajasthan1





THE SOFT SAND RIPPLES IN THE BREEZE, GATHERING OVER TIME into giant arcuate waves. The dunes run lengthwise for tens of kilometres, riding the winds that blow northeast to southeast and back again. Shaped by the winds, they swell and rise and fall away into valleys of green – kair trees with their caper-like fruit, grasses, spindly desert plants – and then rise again. This is the brousse tigrée, the alternating pattern of golden sand and green valleys that, seen from above, gives the desert the appearance of a tiger’s stripes.


There is no elegant way to climb a dune. The sand is pliant and giving; when you step onto the slope your foot sinks. As you pull your foot out, your weight shifts, and now the other foot sinks. With each step, the sand rolls down around you until you feel as if you’re falling backwards. It’s a sand-bog treadmill. The trick, I learned through trial and frustrating error, is to slouch forward and slog along until eventually reaching the top.


These dunes, just a few kilometres from India’s western border with Pakistan, are higher and longer than those in Sam, which is to the south and pocked over with camel hoofprints, colonized by tented camps – a tourist magnet. Here there are no visitors; only the occasional shepherd with his flock, or a lone trader looking to buy desert goats and sheep.


Chhattar Singh sits cross-legged atop one of the highest dunes, his quietude untouched by the wild wind. As the sun travels overhead, he begins to dig. Sticking his hand into the dune, he pulls out a lump of darker, coffee-coloured sand and offers it to me. I touch the sand. It is wet. This is the height of summer and the dunes haven’t seen rain in many months. Yet Chhattar Singh burrows a mere six inches and pulls out more wet sand, brandishing it like a magician who has just pulled a rabbit out of his hat.




‘Jahaan lagaav hota hai,’ he says, ‘wahaan algaav bhi hota hai.’


(Where there is attachment, there is also separation.)





Chhattar Singh can go hours without speaking a single word. But when he is in the mood, as he is now, he will impart the wisdom of the ages, gratis. Sand particles, he explains, do not coalesce like clay. When clay hardens, it cracks, allowing moisture to escape. Sand particles, on the other hand, stay separate and do not harden or fissure. Hence, the moisture that has seeped into the dune does not escape. The heart of the dune, a few feet deep, is a water-storing miracle.


We slip and slide to the bottom of the dune, and there Chhattar Singh points to a hand-dug well brimming with water in the deep Thar, in spite of months of drought. The beri, a percolation well, sucks the water from the belly of the dune, drop by clean, fresh, filtered drop. I look around and see a line of beris along the base of that dune.


It is a masterclass in the art of survival. Those who live in the deep desert know to check for a hint of moisture in a dune. Finding wet sand at the peak of a dune is a clue that a beri dug at its base will yield life-giving water. It is old knowledge: in centuries past, when the Silk Road was a thriving artery of global commerce, such beris served as lifelines for merchants from Samarkand and Persia who traversed the Thar to reach Jaisalmer, a vital trading post.


The secret of these magic wells lies in geology. The subcutaneous layer of the desert is gypsum, a mineral with a calcium base that is widely used as the main component of plaster and drywall. This hard layer holds the fresh rainwater and prevents it from sinking deep into the water table, which is often salty. This water, which is neither surface water nor fossil water, is called rejwani pani.1


Shepherds who graze their flocks among the dunes depend on rejwani pani. They know where to make beris, how to use them, and that it is important to ensure they are not overused or depleted. They know when to linger at a beri and when to move on. They understand that the beris must be given time to recharge. They know also to recognize the invisible borders beyond which there is no rejwani pani, where all you can find is fossil water. Few permanent settlements will be built in such places.
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Deep in the desert, beyond the gypsum belts and very close to India’s border with Pakistan, there are no beris, only fossil water wells. Each hand-dug well is one metre wide, plunging 200–300 metres into the bowels of the desert. The creation of these wells is a dangerous undertaking, as sand caves in easily and the walls of a newly hand-dug well can collapse as the digger bores down. Chhattar Singh, whose father has dug many such wells, recounts tales of near escapes, of wells with men still buried in them. These wells, known to the locals as patali kuan – literally a Hadean well, a well to Hell – provides vital subsistence to desert dwellers.


Chandar Kunwar’s extended family is camped in a sand bowl not far from the border. It is a temporary settlement from where they graze their flock; they are from Seuwa, a village about forty kilometres due south. If you search for ‘Seuwa’ on Google Maps, you will see an extended region that includes these temporary pastoral settlements in the sands and the main village. Their camp is built near a patali kuan, worked by two camels and home to numerous little bats.


Getting water out of the depths of this Hadean well is a process as old as thirst itself. Two camels are hitched to one end of a very long rope; the other end goes over a pulley and is attached to a massive leather bag. The shepherd working the well drops into it the bag, which goes down 200 metres and fills up. At a signal, the camels walk forward, dragging the bag all the way up. The shepherd utters a signature chant – a loud call, sometimes a snatch of song – when the bag reaches the lip of the well. The camels stop on cue; the water pours out of the bag into large stone vats. By mid-morning, hundreds upon hundreds of sheep, goats and cows descend the dunes and arrive at the vats for a drink.


Now the shepherd changes his tune. This is the signal for the rope to be released. Freed from the yoke connecting the camels and weighted down by the bag, the rope rushes back through the sand, streaming a vapour trail of dust in its wake. The shepherd grasps the end of the rope at the last split second to stop it from disappearing into the well. The camels walk back and get hitched to the rope again. It is a mesmeric performance of coordination, precision, strength, timing – the secret to the survival of shepherds and their flocks alike.


I watch the shepherd – dressed in a white vest and dhoti, his skin burnt ebony from sun exposure, a shock of curly hair filled with blowing sand – time his grab at the end of the rope to the very last moment, and wonder: Has the rope ever disappeared into the well, taking the bag with it? ‘Have you,’ asks Chhattar Singh, ‘ever allowed your camera to slip from your hands?’


I join the sheep at the watering trough, sip some of the water I scoop up in my cupped hands. It is drinkable, with a hint – no more – of salt. Unlike the beri which depends on percolation, the water level in the patali kuan never rises or ebbs. These wells tap into deep aquifers. The one we observe is at least a hundred years old; another, in a village further into the desert, is over 700 years old.


Chhattar Singh and I join the shepherds in drinking chai made with sheep’s milk, the creamiest milk I have ever tasted. Camel’s milk, they tell me, runs the thinnest. A shepherd slaps and kneads a pound of wheat into a rota, the thick flatbread that keeps them going when they walk the desert, and sticks it into a pit filled with sheep-dung coals.


Nawab Din joins us, dressed in flowing white long, loose robes with a large matching hand-wound turban on his head, sporting a heavy beard, and customary pointy-toed dark leather juttis on his feet. He leans his walking stick against a wall, takes a cloth bundle off his shoulder and sits down by the well. He is a trader, here to pick up the flock he had ordered eight months ago. He will collect the 400 sheep he has paid for, and truck them to the abattoirs of Amritsar and Delhi. ‘This meat is garam,’ he says. High in calories. It is in great demand across northern India, and even in Hyderabad in the south, as it is supposed to be ideal for biryani.


As the sheep file past him to the watering trough, Nawab Din pats them on the back to gauge their health and the quality of their meat. That is all it takes for him to judge whether they’ve been sick in the intervening months, whether their meat will fetch a good price. His quality check is a matter of course – he has already committed to the buy and will take them all anyway, irrespective of their health.


The two shepherds work the well; Nawab Din chooses his 400 sheep; a small boy carries a newborn lamb to its mother to nurse; and Chhattar Singh sits down beside me, in the mood to teach.


Every village in this area, he says, is planned around water. When done right, each village will have access to all three types of water: palar pani, surface water harvested from rain on the aagor (catchment); rejwani pani, percolated, or capillary water siphoned by beris; and patali pani, the deep water table reached by the kuans. This way, no single source will get overused and run dry.


Which water gets used when is governed by a natural cycle. The monsoon (July–August and maybe a few sprinkles in September) and the three months after are palar pani season; once the lakes dry up, the beris come into play; in the deepest part of the Thar where there is no underlying gypsum layer and hence no beris or lakes, the kuan acts as the lifeline.


In this region of the desert, water acknowledges no divisions of religion, caste or status. Muslim and Hindu shepherds access the same lakes, the same beris. It is an inalienable rule handed down the centuries – in the desert you never deny anyone water. Beris and kuans are never on fenced-off or private lands; all water sources are community-owned. No one ever appropriates a water source for personal use.


The villagers or shepherds who dig the wells have first-use rights in times of drought – but even so, the digging of beris and kuans is a community effort. Only one person has to express intent. Creating a water source in the desert for the benefit of the community and without harming the environment is considered punya – sacred work. Once a member of the village expresses an intent to dig a well, the others join out of respect for the activity. They consider themselves artisans rather than workers; their work is to be respected. They expect no payment, no return for the labour they donate to the common cause. They have a word for this – lashipa, working for the sheer joy of creating.


This is the old way, and the reason so many beris and kuans have outlived their makers. It harks back to an ancient ethic, a centuries-old water wisdom in the deep Thar, the youngest desert in the world.
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The land is the colour of burnt caramel. It is flat, featureless; there are no trees in sight, no blade of grass, no ditch, no dune, no shrub, no ups, no downs. Nothing disturbs the absolute flatness of the ground.


The ground is hard, covered in gravel the colour of burnished iron ore. Light wisps of white cirrus lift from this one-dimensional landscape and burn in the blazing sun. A wind whips up a fine dust that swirls around and creates a mid-morning heat shimmer, painting mirages on the horizon.


To the untrained eye, this is wasteland: barren, arid, infertile, uncultivable. Shepherds like Chhattar Singh traverse the district, reading the soil, identifying the vegetation, gauging the water content, seeking out ideal spots for wells and ponds and lakes, calculating the gradient of the land and how the water will flow.


We drive across the aagor, over ground burnt dark and baked hard by the relentless sun. A row of trees comes into view on the horizon, marking the beginning of the end of this catchment. Where there are trees, there probably is water. But this is May – peak summer. There is no water in sight on this large tract of land fringed at its extremities by the kheri, the feathery giving tree of the desert.


We are in a khadeen, a catchment area that is a collaboration between the land and its people. A khadeen is old magic.


While it is a farm, it is also much more than that. It is at once a water-harvesting structure, an oasis-like moisture-retaining structure, and an agricultural field.


Khadeens date back 700 to 900 years and are the brainchild of the Paliwal Brahmins. There is no documentation, however; their origin stories are embedded in an oral tradition handed down through generations, immortalized in chhand – rhythmic poetry – by itinerant minstrels of the Manganiyar community, the fabled bards of the Thar.


Their songs evoke a long-ago land of survival and betrayal; they tell of how Nasir-ud-din Mahmud Shah of the Delhi Sultanate, seduced by the fabled prosperity of Pali, descended on the city with his army in 1273 AD and laid siege. The Paliwals and their Rajput protectors, numbering in thousands, held firm, trusting in their knowledge of agriculture and water management. Mahmud Shah, who had expected an easy conquest, was furious. How do these Brahmins survive? he had wondered. From where do they source water and food?


The answer lay in a large lake, Bijhano, which supplied fresh, sweet water to the inhabitants. The Paliwals were expert agriculturists, their granaries always full. With plentiful food and a reliable water source, the settlement was in a position to withstand even the most prolonged siege.


Mahmud Shah now decided to turn this strength into a fatal weakness. He ordered quantities of rich geru (red oxide) powder to be dumped in the lake. When the residents of Pali, who were strict vegetarians, found the colour of blood in their water, their rage knew no bounds. Throwing the city gates open, they – Brahmins and sadhus and Rajputs, all – rushed out in the hundreds of thousands against the Shah’s troops, embracing certain death under the full moon of Raksha Bandhan.


Very few survived the carnage. One such, featuring prominently in the songs of the Manganiyars, was Kadhan. Even though he does not know how many perished in the suicidal charge, he has heard that the janeu, sacred threads of the dead Brahmins, collected together weighed eight maunds (320 kilograms).


The handful of survivors fled west and dispersed among eighty-four villages, called kheras, in and around Jaisalmer. Here they made a home for themselves and rebuilt their lives from scratch. They came to be called the Pali-walas – Brahmins from Pali. At the helm of one such group of survivors, Kadhan roamed the desert and finally settled in the village of Kuldhara (in today’s Jaisalmer district). Drawing on the knowledge of his tribe, he set to work to create a lake that would sustain the survivors. He named it Udhansar and built several khadeens in appropriate locations close to the lake.


The khadeen is the Paliwal’s secret to not only surviving, but thriving in the unforgiving desert. Kadhan knows how to read the soil, the gradients of the land, the wind and the weather; he knows where and how to find hidden water – it is a generational knowledge. His khadeens facilitate kharif and rabi crops, sugarcane, wheat, guar, bajra – enough to feed the whole khera without harming the land. The excess crop will bring in money from trade.


Kadhan squats on the dhora, a three-to-four-metre-high bund, of his dry khadeen and looks eastward in the direction of Pali, the town his people had fled. He stands up, straightens his jama and readjusts his khanjar into his kamarband. Reaching into an inside pocket, he pulls out a small pouch of freshly procured Malwa opium of the finest quality. Pinching off a bit, he rolls it between finger and thumb into a small ball, sticks it under his tongue and begins walking the length of his newly prepared dhora. He appraises the gentle upward slope of the flat, empty, hard aagor and decides he has read the land correctly.


He waits for the rains. The soil in the khadeen, significantly different in composition from that of the aagor, allows water to seep beneath the surface. The earth will drink deep, saturating itself slowly over a space of two months. It will then be ready to accept the seeds. Kadhan and his fellow farmers will sow wheat, two kinds of mustard, gram, herbs and guar bean to reap in the winter. To do this, they will not need a single drop of water other than that one spell of rain which, thanks to the knowledge they have acquired over centuries, will make the soil moist and fertile.


The rain that rolls down the gentle slope brings with it sheep, goat and cow poop from the aagor, which fertilizes the land. Successive seasons of farming leaves the land richer and more fecund. Farming the khadeen way is a matter of being gentle with the land, understanding the nature of it, and optimizing it to derive maximum benefit from minimal rainfall. Across the centuries after their flight from Pali, the descendants of Kadhan and the other surviving Paliwals grew rich beyond imagination.
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Seven hundred and forty-one years later, in 2013, I stand with Chhattar Singh atop a dhora and listen entranced as he brings the story of Kadhan and the Paliwals to vivid life. We overlook an ancient khadeen that stretches out in front of us. The deep depression spreads over many acres and nestles in the curve of the ten-foot-high dhora, fortified over centuries by desert sandstone.


The ground, drier than bone, cracked and broken and scarred, waits patiently for rain that will arrive at some point during the southwest monsoon season. On average, the region gets roughly 80–100 millimetres – a thimbleful compared to the south Indian state of Kerala, which is somewhat smaller in area than Jaisalmer district but receives a whopping 3,000 millimetres of monsoon rain on average.


A few millimetres of rain is all that Chhattar Singh, with his understanding of the land, needs. That rain will travel down the aagor and come to rest in the depression hemmed in by the dhoras.


A group of men walk across the khadeen towards us. ‘Look at his face,’ says Chhattar Singh, pointing in the direction of a wan young man of slight build, unwashed hands poking out from grimy blue shirtsleeves, a shock of sand-caked hair standing all on end. ‘There is no water in it. He is like the God of Death.’


The young man is the first to reach Chhattar Singh. His eyes shift from Chhattar to me and back again, and then they fall. ‘Mohan Ram is a Bhil,’ says Chhattar Singh by way of introduction, ‘and he has chosen the curse.’


The other members of the group have caught up with him by now. A tall, wiry man in a spotless white kurta-pyjama greets Chhattar Singh warmly. This is Gaji Ram, another Bhil; he is accompanied by his three sons, all in their early twenties and dressed in smart pants and T-shirts, with smiles on their faces and ceremonial red threads – acquired at some recent festival – around their wrists. They nod in agreement as Chhattar Singh relates, for my benefit, the story of the Bhils’ curse.


One evening, Parvati and her consort Shiva looked down on the Bhils from their abode high up in the mountains. Moved by their plight and wishing to help her brothers, Parvati sweet-talked Shiva into putting a silver pot in their path as the Bhils returned home for the night. The Bhils walked past the pot without so much as noticing it. Shiva smirked, but Parvati wasn’t giving up just yet. She presented them with a majestic bull – none other than the sacred Nandi who, she told her brothers, would help lift them out of poverty.


The Bhils thought the bull would magically improve their lives. When no such thing happened, they wondered if Parvati had meant that there was treasure to be found inside the bull. So they killed it. When she heard of the bull’s slaying, Parvati was enraged. ‘Since you have killed a beautiful, sacred creature,’ she raged, ‘you will never amount to much in farming!’


Believing the curse to be true, generations of Bhils have adopted fatalism. ‘There is no point in working since we are cursed’ is the pervasive mindset. Mohan Ram, squatting nearby, his grimy fingers tugging a blade of grass loose from the baked earth and twirling it abstractedly, is of a similar opinion. Chhattar Singh says dismissively, almost with contempt, ‘He has chosen the curse.’
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July draws to a close. The rain is over two weeks late and Gaji Ram feels the beginnings of despair. He has followed Chhattar Singh’s precepts to the letter. He first prepped his dhora by piling thorny bushes against it, allowing the howling desert winds of summer to pile sand high and create a natural bund. The dhora is now ready, and the khadeen awaits the rains that do not come.


In the desert, it rains in bands. Typically each band is about five kilometres wide, with intervals of five to seven kilometres between bands. We hear that one such band has arrived at a point further south, the rain coming down in thick veils. Over tea, as the wind howls outside, Chhattar Singh recalls the previous year when a village on one side of the road received rainfall while a dhaani (village outpost) on the other side remained dry. One village saw a bumper crop, the other remained arid. Desert rain is mercurial, he says. All you can do is prepare your khadeen and hope.


Gaji Ram was not always a farmer. He is a Bhil, one of the accursed. He had been jailed once on false charges of maiming a cow. He has callused hands from a stint as a road labourer, and has known what it is like to hold a begging bowl. He believed in the curse then, his self-esteem at an all-time low.


The agent of change was his uncle, Khamana Ram, who believed in neither curses nor fate. Instead, he put his faith in Chhattar Singh’s knowledge and proclivity for hard work – the combination had made him rich. On his deathbed, Khamana Ram had given his nephew one piece of advice: ‘Listen to Chhattar Singh and do as he says.’


Though the moribund suggestion left a strong imprint in his mind, Gaji Ram did not turn into a believer overnight. Chhattar Singh spent his own money on diesel for Gaji’s Ram’s tractor but he, with a Bhil’s sense of destiny, chose to leave the engine running all night, burning up the fuel so that his benefactor would think that he had actually been working on the farm.


The wise Chhattar Singh did not persist. He could have taken over and done the work himself, but that was not his way. Over time and endless sessions of bantal, Chhattar Singh taught Gaji to believe in himself, to believe that change was possible. ‘My doing their work will not bring sustenance,’ he now tells me. ‘It has to come from within. They need to be prepared to put in the hard work for a khadeen – or anything for that matter – to be a success. We need to change the handouts-and-aid mindset.’


In time, Gaji Ram came around. By 2010, he and his three sons had built a dhora, the initial step towards a khadeen. In the first year, they reaped handsome harvests of gram, wheat and mustard, earning in excess of ₹4 lakh each – a princely sum for a family used to living hand-to-mouth.


Motivated at last and brimming with self-confidence, Gaji Ram and his family have worked tirelessly through the summer, preparing his dhora. And now they wait, first in hope and then, as the rains keep away, with a growing sense of trepidation and that familiar feeling of fatalism.


We are well into August. The rest of India is either celebrating bountiful monsoons or ruing terrible floods. Gaji Ram’s strip of desert remains as dry as camel poop on a sand dune.


Then, early in the morning of 15 August, the clouds come rolling in over the aagors and bombard the land with rain. Over 100 millimetres – more than the desert has seen in previous years – falls in just a few hours. ‘It won’t stop,’ a panicked Gaji Ram reports to Chhattar Singh on the phone. ‘My dhora will burst – I’ll be ruined. What do I do?’


But the dhora holds; his khadeen floods, as do all other khadeens in the district. Ten days after the initial cloudburst, the rain continues to pour, flowing from the catchment area into Gaji Ram’s khadeen. The desert turns to marsh, and birds of all kinds flock to it.


Chhattar Singh accompanies Gaji Ram and his sons on a walk around the khadeen, animatedly discussing the deluge. ‘The water came up to here,’ they say, pointing to where the washback shows clearly, a broad-brush muddy brown stripe against the side of the dhora, thick with sundry vegetation left behind by the retreating water. Vaazh, they call it, the mark of the highest level of water. They will use it to calibrate their dhoras and chaadars (canals) for the next season.


As he inspects the dhora for possible weaknesses and discusses his plans with Chhattar Singh, Gaji Ram laughs heartily. His voice rises an octave with excitement; he is filled with a renewed sense of possibility, with refurbished belief in the ancient wisdom of the land.


There is much ‘water in his face’.


[image: A person stands alone on a gently rolling desert as misty winds sweep across the landscape.]
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