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INTO THE FOREST
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In a one-room hut in the middle of the forest, Dhumman knelt and prayed, facing west, towards Mecca. Performing the ritual prostrations, his shadow rose and fell upon a mud-plastered wall that glowed in the flickering light cast by a crackling cook fire and a single kerosene lamp. His rhythmic chanting filled the hut with a low, resonant hum. It was two o’clock in the morning.


Sitting on the dirt floor next to an earthen hearth, Dhumman’s twenty-two-year-old daughter watched the morning chai simmer while she was churning butter—pulling back and forth on a rope that was wrapped around a wooden spindle, which sloshed vigorously in a narrow-mouthed pot filled with milk. Her teenaged brothers and sister, awakened by the demands of the day much earlier than usual, moved sluggishly around the hut, as though caught in the tendrils of lingering dreams. With their feet, they gently prodded their youngest siblings, who were still asleep on the floor. It was time to pack the bedrolls. It was time to get going.


The voice of their mother, Jamila, acted like a tonic, snapping her children out of their drowsy trance. At her request, the two eldest boys, flashlights in hand, left the hut to fetch the pack animals. Meanwhile, Jamila methodically placed the last of the family’s belongings into saddlebags of thickly woven horsehair, which she then tied shut. When the young men returned, they carried the bags outside and loaded them onto the two horses and three bulls that they had parked by the door. Dhumman interrupted his prayers to issue instructions to his sons, reminding them to make sure that everything was properly balanced and well secured on the animals’ backs. The brothers, aged nineteen and sixteen, looked at each other and rolled their eyes; they knew perfectly well what they were doing.


In the darkness of the jungle, cowbells clanged, crickets chirped, and monkeys howled in the trees.


The mood in the hut was charged with the same kind of tension and excitement that families typically feel just before leaving on a trip. But there was nothing typical about the trip this family was about to take. Well aware of this, Dhumman closed his devotions by asking Allah to ease the difficult journey on which they were about to embark. Though he had travelled this route every spring since the year he was born, and was intimately familiar with the myriad challenges his family and their herd of buffaloes normally face on their annual migration, he had reason to fear that this year—2009—would be unusually tough.
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Dhumman and his family belong to the Van Gujjar tribe and, like all Van Gujjars who are still able to practice their traditional way of life, they are nomadic water buffalo herders. They live year-round in the wilderness—never in villages—grazing their livestock on the vegetation that grows in the jungles and mountains of northern India. The tribe spends winters, from October to April, in the Shivalik Hills—a low but rugged range that arcs through parts of the states of Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand, and Himachal Pradesh. Amid the dense forest, each Van Gujjar family settles into a base camp; every day, from their huts of sticks and mud, they roam over gnarled sedimentary topography, through a tangle of deciduous trees and shrubs, feeding their buffaloes on the abundant foliage.


In the month of March, however, heat begins to sear the Shivaliks. By mid-April, temperatures soar to 115 degrees. The creeks that snake through the range run dry. As though baking in an oven, the forest canopy turns brown. Leaves wither, die, and fall from the trees. The once-verdant hills go bald. With little left for their buffaloes to eat or drink, the Van Gujjars must move elsewhere to survive. They pack their entire households onto horses and bulls and hike their herds up to the Himalayas, aiming for high alpine meadows that are flush with grass throughout the summer.


They stay in the mountains until autumn. Then, with temperatures plunging and snow beginning to fall, they retreat back down to the Shivaliks. By the time they reach there, usually in early October, they find the low hills bursting with life once again, the thick forest canopy regenerated over the previous months by the moisture delivered during the summer monsoon, the water sources recharged. With plenty to sustain their animals, they stay in the jungle—each family often returning to the very same hut that they occupied the previous winter—until springtime temperatures drive them back to the Himalayas. This migratory pattern—up in spring and down in autumn—has been practiced by Van Gujjars in this part of India for many, many generations.


It’s believed that the first Van Gujjars came to the Shivalik region, probably from Kashmir, some 1,500 years ago. No one knows exactly when or exactly why, but some in the tribe say their people were invited by the local raja; he’d been travelling in Kashmir and was so impressed by the Van Gujjars, their buffalo herds, and the high quality of their milk, that he asked them to come live in his kingdom.


Other Van Gujjars may tell you that they themselves are of royal blood. Once upon a time, they say, a prince fell in love-at-first-sight with a beautiful Van Gujjar woman who was herding buffaloes in Punjab. He asked her to marry, so she moved to his kingdom, bringing some animals with her. But when winter turned to spring, her buffaloes couldn’t tolerate the smothering heat: they fell ill, and a few died. Alarmed by their suffering, the new princess did what her family always did during summer—she led her little herd into the high mountains to escape the swelter. When the prince begged her to return, she refused, choosing her animals over her husband and his riches. The prince couldn’t bear to be without her, so he gave up his throne and joined her. From then on, they lived together in the forests, where the buffaloes—and the princess were happiest.


Their descendants, the story goes, are one of the largest Van Gujjar clans.


Today, an estimated thirty thousand Van Gujjars still dwell in the wilderness, moving seasonally between the Shivaliks and the Himalayas. They still speak their native dialect, Gujari, which is a linguistic fusion of Dogri (a Kashmiri tongue) and Punjabi.


Though changes are beginning to penetrate into their secluded forest realm—with severe cultural consequences in some places—the essence of their traditional herding lifestyle has remained largely intact through the centuries.
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From the earliest days of my career as a freelance writer and photojournalist, I’ve found myself naturally drawn to covering stories about nomadic peoples. In part, this was a holdover from my childhood fascination with Lawrence of Arabia and his relationship with the Bedouin; in my youthful imagination, I pictured myself in Lawrence’s place, sitting under the tents of exotic strangers, with one foot in their tribal world, one foot in the Western world, and feeling perfectly comfortable in both. Later, as I encountered nomads first-hand during my travels to the Middle East and Central Asia, I quickly developed great respect for them and their way of life, and became intrigued by how their age-old cultures survived in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. I also sensed, in a vague kind of way, that my fellow citizens of the modern world could probably learn a thing or two from nomadic people about how to live on Planet Earth.


From the moment I’d first heard about the Van Gujjars, I’d wanted to document their spring migration into the Himalayas. It sounded like an incredible undertaking: entire families marching with herds of water buffaloes into the highest mountains on earth. And it also seemed as though the tribe was on the cusp of irreversible change; that perhaps within a generation or two, far fewer, if any, Van Gujjars would still live in the forests, the seasonal migrations would cease, and their traditional way of life would fade away forever. Already, over the previous six decades, many Van Gujjar clans had been driven out of the jungles by government policies; today perhaps 80,000 of them live settled in villages in Punjab, Haryana, and Uttar Pradesh, with little connection to their ancestral ways.


There was something else that intrigued me about the Van Gujjars, too: the most immediate threat to their forest-dwelling, migratory lifestyle seemed to be the establishment of national parks. In the name of protecting wildlife habitat, these nomads were being pressured to abandon the wild lands on which they had lived for countless generations, to settle in villages, and to give up their buffalo herds. To my American ears, this sounded counterintuitive and strangely ironic, since national parks are meant to preserve things that are fragile and endangered, but in this case they were also threatening something fragile and endangered—the Van Gujjars’ unique culture. The tribe’s troubles, I saw, were wrapped in modern ethical dilemmas, which raised some compelling questions about what it means to be human on this planet.


I first met Dhumman, Jamila, and their children at their camp in the Shivalik Hills, in early April of 2009. Knowing it would be insane and inappropriate to simply show up in the Shivaliks and expect that a nomadic family would invite a random stranger to tag along with them on their migration into the Himalayas—eating, sleeping, walking and talking with them, day after day, week after week—I contacted the Society for the Promotion of Himalayan Indigenous Activities (SOPHIA), a small non-profit organization based in the city of Dehradun, which works with the Van Gujjars. I explained to its director, Praveen Kaushal (known to all as Manto), that I wanted to document the spring migration, and asked if he thought it might be possible. He assured me that it was, and told me to come to Dehradun in early April. Meanwhile, he’d think about which Van Gujjar family might be best for me to travel with, and would ask them if they’d take me along. He chose Dhumman and Jamila and, since they trusted Manto, they were open to the idea.


Manto also introduced me to someone who was willing to translate for me, since I hardly spoke any Hindi. My translator, who shuns the spotlight, has requested that he remain “humbly anonymous” in this story, so I will call him Namith, a pseudonym, and only mention him from time to time.


Dhumman, Jamila and their kids had met several foreigners through Manto before, and they knew the Swedish anthropologist, Dr. Pernille Gooch, who had spent significant amounts of time with a set of Dhumman’s cousins while researching her doctoral dissertation in the late 1980s and early 1990s. So, while it was highly unusual for an American to walk into their camp in the jungle, I wasn’t like a pale-skinned, camera-carrying, alien emissary from another world making first contact with a lost tribe. Which was good: I’ve been in places like that before, where children had burst into tears at the sight of a strange creature with a backpack entering their village, where even some adults had hidden behind trees, peeking around the trunks until they were sure of who—or what—I was. True, in all of those cases, trepidation quickly evolved into warm welcomes and offers of food and shelter, but my fast acceptance by the Van Gujjars was certainly smoothed by the other outsiders who had crossed their thresholds before me.


About a week before the migration began, I went into the Shivaliks to meet Dhumman and Jamila for the first time. Aside from simply introducing myself, I wanted to make sure that they truly felt all right about my joining them, and to ask if there was anything that I needed to know in advance.


I took a bus from Dehradun to Mohand—a village in Uttar Pradesh near the border with Uttarakhand, through which the highway linking Delhi to Dehradun passes. Small shops line both sides of the road for about one hundred yards, and Van Gujjars from the surrounding forest are often seen there picking up basic supplies or selling milk. After asking around, I found a milk merchant—who was not Van Gujjar—who was going to be driving past the part of the forest in which Dhumman lived, some ten miles west of Mohand. I hopped in the back of his battered white Mahindra pickup truck and settled in among the empty metal milk containers, which rattled violently as we maneuvered along a partially paved track that ran along the base of the Shivalik Hills.


The road was like a borderline between two very different worlds. To the left, a patchwork of villages, farms, and fields covered the fertile plains between the Ganges and Yamuna Rivers. To the right rose a forested wilderness that cut a serrated profile against a hazy sky; it looked like a rugged no-man’s-land, and if I hadn’t known about the Van Gujjars, I would have assumed that no man—or woman or child—lived there.


One of SOPHIA’s field workers, named Nazim, waited for me along the road at a place that seemed like nowhere. We hiked a couple of miles up a wide, dry streambed—called a rao—following a dusty footpath worn among countless rounded stones. There was no water, and no shade to shield us from the scorching sun. Long after I was completely drenched in sweat, we turned up a tiny tributary that carved a narrow cleft through the hills. The foliage overhead was still mostly intact; it felt liked we’d entered a tunnel. After another half-mile, though I hadn’t yet spotted Dhumman’s camp, I knew we were close, thanks to the ferociously barking dog that announced our arrival; fortunately, it was tied up by the time we got there. And the tea fire was already lit.


The camp, called a dera, was in a small clearing alongside a dribbling creek, at the bottom of a canyon framed by steep, tree-covered slopes. The family’s rectangular hut was made of sticks and logs lashed together with vines and plastered with mud. Overhead, a four-sided thatched roof rose to a peaked center ridge. Atop the walls, at about shoulder height, were wide window spaces—but no glass. And there was a large doorway, but no door. This home was always open to the sounds, smells, and breezes of the forest around it. Sometimes, I was told, animals might drop in for a visit: on more than one occasion, a deer had dashed into the hut, seeking shelter from a leopard that was pursuing it.


Made completely from natural materials, the hut felt like an organic part of the jungle. There was no plumbing: the family fetched water from a spring that trickled out of the hillside, while the buffaloes drank from a trough-like pool that Dhumman had dammed in the creek bed. There was no electricity and no phone service, no motors or machines, and no road leading to their dwelling. I was overcome by that profound sense of peacefulness that permeates places with no artifical noise.


Inside the hut, I found a single room. A partial wall separated the kitchen area, where Jamila and her older daughters cooked over fire on a hearth of rock and dirt. There was no furniture at all. The family slept on home-made bedrolls stitched from rice sacks, which were thinly stuffed with grass; at night, these would be laid out side by side on the hard adobe floor, everyone snoring and coughing and dreaming together. Now, a couple of the bedrolls were spread for Dhumman, Jamila, Nazim, Namith, and me to sit on.


Dhumman was tall and lean. His face was sharply sculpted, his eyes dark and steady. A black beard hung from his jawlines and came to a point under his chin, while his moustache was precisely trimmed to a pencil-thin line. He wore a black vest over a button-down shirt, and a plaid lungi around his waist. On this day, he wore a Muslim skullcap over his close-cropped hair, but he sometimes wore a white turban that, among Van Gujjars, is only worn by lambardars—tribal leaders who are part of a council that mediates disputes and tries to resolve problems. Lambardars don’t inherit their positions, but are chosen by the community based on their character. Dhumman, I would learn, had a reputation as a wise, reasonable, and honorable man.


Like typical Van Gujjar fathers, he was the undisputed head of his household. His ideas could be questioned, especially by Jamila—whose thoughtful opinions he valued—but once he made a decision, that was that. He captained his family firmly but gently; everyone understood his expectations and followed his rules, at least while he was present. When he wasn’t around, things loosened up: a relaxed mood settled over the children, and even over Jamila, who was more naturally easygoing than her husband.


Like all Van Gujjar women, Jamila wore a salwar kameez, a nose ring, a few bangles around each wrist and—often but far from always—a colorful, loose-fitting headscarf, beneath which her long hair was tied in a single braid. Her face had an ageless quality to it; with few wrinkles or creases, she seemed like she could have just as easily been in her early thirties or her late forties. Her hands, however, were rough and calloused, looking capable and reliable. While her eyes gleamed with intelligence, I quickly came to see that her smile was the true window to her soul. She was quick to laugh, even during the stressful circumstances we would soon encounter.


We drank sweet, milky chai and talked. Dhumman and Jamila seemed perfectly happy to have me join them. Dhumman’s only concern was whether or not I’d be able to handle the hard living on the road. I told him about some of my previous projects, including one that took me a thousand miles through the Sahara Desert on a camel, and his doubts were quelled. He said he thought they would leave the Shivaliks after another week, so he suggested that I stay for the night, then return to Dehradun, then come back again for the migration. He promised to let me know a day or two before their departure, either by sending a message through someone else or walking out to a place where his mobile phone would have a connection.


The plan sounded perfect, and I was relieved. I’d flown to India based entirely on faith that someone I’d never met—Manto—would be able to introduce me to forest-dwelling tribal nomads who would welcome me along on their spring migration. There had been no guarantees, and I was half-prepared to arrive in the jungle and for the Van Gujjars to have no idea who I was or what I was doing there, or for them, on second thought, to decide that it would be too much trouble to put up with a foreigner and his translator on the long journey to the Himalayas. Beyond my relief that everything seemed to be falling into place, I sensed from this first meeting that I was in very good hands, though it would take some time before I could truly appreciate how fortunate I was that Manto had suggested I travel with this particular family.


I spent the rest of the day getting a taste of Van Gujjar life, taking my first steps into a world that thoroughly revolves around water buffaloes. In ways big and small, virtually everything about this nomadic culture is shaped by what’s best for the animals. It’s why the tribe lives in the wilderness, it’s why they migrate, it’s the single factor that rules the bulk of their time and energy on any given day. And for good reason: with buffalo milk as their staple food and main—often only—source of income, the well-being of every family is completely dependent on the well-being of its herd.


Dhumman explained that his family owned forty buffaloes. Each morning, they milk the ones that are lactating—perhaps ten or so at any given time. They keep a few liters for drinking, brewing tea, and making butter or yogurt, then sell the rest to an outsider who pedals a bicycle along the dirt paths that run through the Shivaliks, going from one Van Gujjar camp to the next. The doodhwallah, as he is called, fills up large metal canisters that are rigged to a rack on his bike, then rides out of the forest to bring the fresh organic milk, prized for its high fat content, to his customers in nearby villages. He doesn’t pay Dhumman daily; at the beginning of each month, he hands Dhumman a cash advance. Over the next four weeks, he records how much milk he collects, then pays the balance owed.


In keeping with the core customs of his tribe, Dhumman would never dream of eating his buffaloes or selling them for slaughter. They are used exclusively as milk animals. Even male calves, which are obviously useless for dairy production, are spared the knife, and sold to farmers in nearby villages as beasts of burden for pulling carts and ploughs.


While, as Muslims, Van Gujjars have no religious taboos against consuming meat, they’re traditionally vegetarian. Some scholars suggest that this may be a cultural remnant from the days before the Mughal period, when the Van Gujjars probably converted from Hinduism to Islam. But Van Gujjars say that their aversion to meat is rooted in their sense of connection to animals as fellow living beings. Likewise, though they live in the forest, they don’t normally hunt. Though they share their range in the Shivaliks with tigers, leopards and elephants—often living around, or even within, wildlife sanctuaries such as Rajaji and Corbett National Parks—it’s exceptionally rare for the nomads to kill a wild animal out of fear for their own safety—or for any other reason.


Their feelings for their buffaloes, however, go far beyond the cordial regard they have for other, anonymous creatures. Like the princess of legend, Van Gujjars have deep emotional attachments to their livestock. They relate to them as family members, naming each one and caring for them with genuine devotion. If a buffalo becomes ill or injured, its owners fret with concern; once, when one of the favorites in Dhumman’s herd was sick, the family was so upset they could hardly eat. When a buffalo dies, the loss felt is more personal than financial; the buffalo is buried and mourned almost as though it is human. Dhumman and Jamila’s son, Sharafat, told me he didn’t understand why anyone would have a dog for a pet, since “buffaloes are smarter, more loyal, and more affectionate!” In fact, his family’s dog was never even given a name, but just called kutta, since at any time it might get killed by a wild animal and the family didn’t want to get too emotionally attached to it. The more I saw over time, the more it seemed to me that Van Gujjars were like doting servants to their buffalo masters.


This was especially true when it came to feeding the herd. To say that the buffaloes graze in the jungle conjures an image that’s not quite accurate, since they don’t browse around in the wilderness the way that cattle graze in fields. The Van Gujjars carefully control what their animals eat, knowing that the amount of milk they’ll produce—along with its flavor—is determined by the type of leaves they consume. The best varieties grow on trees, rather than low-lying bushes or shrubs, but without the anatomy of giraffes, the buffaloes can’t reach them. It’s up to the Van Gujjars to bring the leaves down to their level.


On my first afternoon in the Shivaliks, I followed a crew of young people when they went to gather leaves, including Dhumman’s twenty-two-year-old daughter, Appa; his sixteen-year-old son, Sharafat; and his seventeen-year-old niece, Mariam. They set out up the creek, each carrying a wooden-handled tool with a curved steel blade—called a patal—that was like a cross between a hatchet and a sickle. Their mood was light and playful and they moved quickly along the trail, talking and laughing.


When we reached the spot they had in mind, Appa, Sharafat, and Mariam scurried barefooted up the trunks of robust sal trees. They clambered far out onto the limbs, then lopped off leaf-laden boughs, which fell to the forest floor. At one point, Mariam was nearly fifty feet above the ground, poised on a narrow branch, swinging her sharp blade—and holding onto nothing other than her tool; her other hand was held out into thin air, for balance. She had the dexterity of a professional acrobat but, dressed in a gold-colored kameez with her black headscarf fluttering behind her in the wind and an expression of confidence on her face, she looked like a warrior princess; she might have been the inspiration for the flying kung-fu scenes in the movie Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon. I stood below and off to the side, watching in amazement as clumps of leaves plunged to the earth.


With strength and agility, they worked fast, deftly popping holes in the jungle canopy. But they never stripped any of the trees bare. They were careful to take what they could without doing any permanent damage. The last thing they wanted to do was kill the trees—they needed them to live, so they would provide ample buffalo fodder the following winter, and the winter after that, and the winter after that . . .


Aside from my awe at the physical abilities of these young Van Gujjars, I was struck by how easy-going our rapport was. There seemed to be something we had in common that was more profound, more essential, than any of our many cultural differences. Put simply, we clicked, and became fast friends. Over the course of the next two months, Appa, Sharafat, and Mariam would be among those in the family to whom I grew closest. The young women felt no need to mute their vibrant personalities behind a reserved or repressed façade, and Sharafat, who shared his thoughts openly and questioned me incisively, would become like an older/younger brother—younger, since he was, by quite a lot, and older, since I was like a child in his world.


Sharafat looked more like a boy than a man, with no signs of a moustache or beard; he had a softness to his face and a slimness to his fingers that, if his elders were any indication, would one day disappear with his youth. Mariam, depending on her mood, might look younger or older than her years, as though she could leap between childhood and adulthood, between silliness and maturity, with a turn of her head—either way, she beamed with natural beauty and cheery charisma. Appa was a self-possessed young woman with ebony irises set in almond-shaped eyes and a beauty animated by her personality—her kindness, her sense of humor, her irrepressibly independent mind.


Appa and Sharafat’s fourteen-year-old sister, Goku, joined us during the tree pruning. She was a bit more cautious of the stranger in their midst, and it would take a couple of weeks before she’d fully reveal her hilariously irreverent self to me. She had come along on the leaf-lopping mission like an apprentice, trimming some of the smaller trees as she gradually built her confidence for this risky job.


Despite their well-honed skills, Van Gujjars sometimes fall from substantial heights. Every year, bones break and people die. Even Sharafat, who had mastered the arts of climbing and cutting, said that tumbling from a tree was one of his two greatest fears—you could never be completely sure that a branch wouldn’t snap beneath you, or you might simply make a mistake, misjudging a foothold or the way a limb might react when a bough is lopped from it. With no safety gear of any kind, even a small slip could be fatal.


Sharafat’s other main fear: elephants, which roamed the Shivaliks and were known for unpredictable outbursts of aggressiveness. They sometimes came crashing through Van Gujjar camps, smashing huts, even trampling people. The Van Gujjars’ dogs, which are kept to protect the herd and the camp from intruders, only make things worse: with an initial surge of bravery, they rush out to defend their dera, but once they see the size and the strength, and sometimes the tusks, of what they’re up against, they become terror-stricken, turn tail, and run, usually straight into their owner’s hut, with an angry elephant in hot pursuit. The fact that the elephant won’t fit through the door doesn’t deter it from chasing the dog inside—and reducing the hut to a pile of rubble.


Concerned that he may have frightened me, Sharafat urged me not to worry; elephants had been in the area a couple of months earlier, he said, but hadn’t been around much lately. I was a bit relieved, but also disappointed—despite the dangers they posed, I wanted to see one.


When a substantial heap of branches lay on the ground, the young Van Gujjars rapidly sliced the leaves from them and divided them into four piles, each nearly as tall as me. The piles were bound with vines, so they could be carried back to the dera. Had this been fodder for the adult buffalos, the animals would have been led to the leaves. But these were for the calves, which were kept in a pen near the dera most of the time, partly for their safety, and partly to separate them from their mothers, so they didn’t drink up all the milk.


Wanting to be helpful, I offered to carry one of the bundles of leaves. My new friends laughed, but when I convinced them that I was serious, Sharafat helped me hoist a heap onto my back, making sure that one of the vines that kept it intact was balanced on top of my head. Once I lifted it off the ground, I moved gingerly along the trail to the dera. Our loads were so large that, from behind, we looked like huge bushes that had pulled up their roots and started walking around. My pile was so heavy that I wondered if losing my balance might cause me to snap my neck in half.


When we reached the hut, Mariam waved goodbye, flashed a smile, and continued down the trail with her leaves, heading for her parents’ dera, which was about a mile away, along the large, dry rao that I’d first hiked up with Nazim before turning into the side canyon towards Dhumman’s dera. The rest of us dropped our burdens. We were met by Bashi, Appa and Sharafat’s eleven-year-old sister, who was shy and sweet and sometimes spoke with a slight stutter. Among her many jobs, she often tended to the calves, and now she helped her brother and sisters spread the leaves for them. She wasn’t yet ready to climb trees.


A bronze haze settled over the hills in late afternoon. I watched the adorable buffalo calves munch on their dinner. I watched the adult buffaloes saunter towards a line of fodder that had been cut for them at the edge of the clearing that surrounded the hut. Their charcoal-colored skin was stretched tight over corrugated ribs, angular hips, and round bellies. Meanwhile, Jamila was washing and brushing out the unruly locks of hair atop the head of her five-year-old daughter, Salma. Mir Hamza, the eldest son, was sharpening the patals, scraping the blades across a wet stone. Dhumman was coming up the trail from his brother’s camp, using his bamboo herding lathi like a walking stick.


With no machines and no engines within earshot, there was little noise around the dera—just the wind rustling leaves, the calls of forest creatures, the occasional groan of a buffalo, and the conversations, laughter, and rare squabbles of this Van Gujjar family. As a crow flies, we were perhaps twenty miles southwest of Dehradun, where the metro area has a population of 1.3 million. But the busy city seemed light years away.


The Van Gujjars’ world was so complete unto itself, with so few intrusions from outside, that I found myself slipping into a dizzy reverie. The modern world of cars and computers and shopping malls felt like some imaginary place I’d once read about in a science fiction novel, or like the hazy memory of a dream I’d had a few nights earlier. What was real was the forest.


In many ways, it was truly idyllic. But I didn’t mistake the Shivaliks for Eden. Life in paradise would never be so much work! And, despite the innate peacefulness of this family’s forest world, a current of anxiety was pulsing beneath its surface.


As the day was ending but before night had begun, the hut was illuminated by a lingering twilight that drifted in through the doorway and the windows. While Jamila and Appa prepared a dinner of chapati and curry, Dhumman told me about the troubling situation that he feared might end in catastrophe for his family and others. Government authorities, he said, had pledged to block some Van Gujjars from migrating, including those heading for the area where his ancestral alpine pasture was located. He’d spent every single summer of his life there, and if he was banned from it, he didn’t know how he was going to feed his buffaloes.


Though I had heard about the dilemma that Dhumman was facing, the more he spoke, the more I realized how little about it I truly understood. Of course, the implications of a herd without a meadow were obvious. But I’d been unaware of just how profoundly the Van Gujjars’ existence is influenced by forces other than the natural cycles of the seasons, until Dhumman began to explain.


Van Gujjars don’t own any of the lands on which they live and graze; it’s all common property, managed by the forest department of whatever state they happen to fall within—generally Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh or Himachal Pradesh. Though the tribe had been using these areas for centuries, the British Raj introduced a permitting system to administer and control nomadic movements, which was just one part of a vast colonial plan to maximize profits from forest industries across the subcontinent. Each Van Gujjar family was issued a document certifying—and cementing—where their grazing range was located and how many buffaloes they owned, which became the number they were officially authorized to keep.


To this day, the permit system remains in place. Every year, Van Gujjars have to show their papers, pay grazing taxes on their Himalayan meadows and pay lopping taxes for their Shivalik forest use, in exchange for permission to access their traditional lands. The fees they pay are based on the amount of livestock they supposedly own, as written on their permit.


Problematically, the number of buffaloes assigned to each family’s permit has been fixed since they were first allocated by the British, generations ago. Even as herds grew over time and even after India became independent—no updates have been granted. Permits may be split: a man with a permit for, say, thirty buffaloes, who has three sons, could divide his permit among them, but they would only be allowed to own ten buffaloes each. And if each of those sons had two sons, they could split their permits in half again, and so on . . . but the total number of animals on their combined permits cannot exceed the amount originally recorded by the colonial administrators.


As a result, as generations have passed and permits were split and split again, most families came to have—and need to have—more livestock than they’re allowed. Even so, they were typically never blocked from using their lands. The annual permission procedure of paying a tax and getting a receipt was only a formality; the gates to the forests just required a little grease.


Black money has long been the lifeblood of the permit system. Van Gujjars expect to pay bribes when a forest ranger discovers that they have more buffaloes than they’re officially allowed . . . or if something about their paperwork is amiss . . . or for any random reason that the ranger happens to invent. Because the laws are set up in such a way that the nomads inevitably break them—and because they can easily be framed for violations they didn’t commit—they are vulnerable to the whims of those in power, including low-ranking, poorly-paid forest rangers, who can surely use a few extra rupees. Despite feeling regularly abused, there is a certain kind of logic to crooked systems, and for many decades the Van Gujjars took some small measure of confidence in its predictability. They had to pay a price, but they could keep living more or less as they always had.


That changed suddenly in the fall of 1992. With no warning, thousands of buffalo herders who were moving down from the Himalayas were blocked from entering a broad swath of the Shivalik Hills that stretched some forty miles southeast from the edge of Dehradun, across the River Ganga, nearly to the town of Kotdwara. This was the northern boundary line of Rajaji National Park, which had been created in 1983. Encompassing over three hundred square miles of rugged jungle terrain, Rajaji protects prime habitat for wild elephants, leopards, several species of deer, sloth bears, and a handful of tigers. But it’s also the traditional home of many Van Gujjars, whose winter grazing lands were included within the park.
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