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Dying Wealth
Prized Khair is dying fast in Nandhor Region

Rajshekhar Pant

Confined to the north-western sub Himalayan tracts and the outer Himalayan region- between 900-and 1200 metres, the trees of khair or Acacia catechu are dying fast in the Nandhor river valley of Kumaon Himalayas which are famous throughout the northern region for the quality khair which grows here naturally. The Nandhaur river rises on the southern slopes of the lower hills in Patti Chaugar under a high peak of over 7000 feet in the inner reaches 5of Kumaon hills. At the mouth of a pass close to an old settlement called Chorgalia, it debouches from hills on to the open country of the Bhabar. It lies at a distance of twelve miles from Haldwani and joins eventually the river Ramganga.


Acacia, (prized at $ 350/qm in India) is a multipurpose tree and is known for the purified aqueous extract of the heartwood called ‘Cutch’. It is employed as dyestuff and preservative for canvas, fishing nets, tanning agent for leather and also as a prime component in masticatories like betel and pan-masala. The poorly quantified international trade of ‘cutch’ is reported to be 15000 tones per annum, mainly in Asian region. In recent times, it is reported to have found use as a viscosity modifier in oil well drilling. 


One may notice scores of dead trees in the reserve forest on either side of the jungle trail leading to the river valley from the Machli-bandh gate – one of the three openings to 13356 hectare of Chorgalia range in the Haldwani division.


Acacia grows best on freshly deposited sandy or gravelly alluvium soil along the banks of rivers. It even forms the first tree association to colonise freshly formed islands in river beds. Dr GC Sharma, a renowned artist and provincial head (Arts) Sanskar Bharti, feels that much of the drying is consequent upon the “interferences to which the bed of the river has been subjected.” 


It is important to note here that maximum mortality in Nandhor river valley has occurred along the randomly blocked 4 aqueducts fed by the seepage from the river in this foothill region. Several obstructions have emerged on the passage of natural drainage due to cement concrete pathways and stone walls “constructed unnecessarily all over in the sprawling forest to oblige a handful of politically well connected contractors from the region,” says Dr Sharma. In the name of flood control the bed of the river and the forest along its course-especially the surroundings of the small and ecologically rich Chorgalia region -have been subjected to several allegedly “illogical experiments” completely ignoring the traditional wisdom and locally devised methods, the villagers have been using to control flash-floods in this one of the oldest agricultural settlements in the Central Himalayas. Walking hardly half a km upstream substantiates the view of Dr Sharma. There is virtually no biotic interference in this region and not even a single plant has dried here so far. 

Experts state that khair is susceptible to the attack of pathogens at all ages and such sudden mortality is caused mainly by Ganoderma lucidum, a medicinal mushroom. The disease can effectively be checked by “extraction of old stumps and cleaning of debris from the site.” GS Rai, the divisional forest officer, Haldwani division, opines that the referred drying along the river bed could be because of the water logging and the consequent root-rot. “Now the bed of the river has risen several folds, spilling the water along its shoreline.” He, however, considers it to be his personal observation. “We are not competent enough to deduce the reason and the issue has already been referred to the Forest Research Institute (FRI, Dehradun) for scientific investigation,” says he. The heartwood of khair is naturally durable and placed “as the first choice of selection for permanent structures. In the absence of the permission for felling from the forest corporation, as reports the local range office, these dead trees are standing in the entire Nandhor valley. Villagers inhabiting the small settlements at the edge of the forest report in a hush-hush manner that organized smuggling of the billets of Khair hidden in Vans and loaded dumpers has become the order of the day in this region. The department of forest however, denies all such allegations.
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