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Cherrapunjee: An Example of Human Impact on Environment
Dr Sukanya Sharnta

Abstract

Palynological studies in Cherrapunjeeated in Meghalaya, Indlzave concluded that the modern
grasslands of Cherrapunjee are the result of anthropogenic activity in the recent past leading to the
deterioration of the primary dense forest. The forest humus was removed after extehsive
deforestation by human activity. dinan presence in the area is indicated by Oryza Sativa) the
common domesticated rice variety and Plantago lanceolata, which is a common weed of culiivated
land. Like many other regions of the world, this human activity is thought to be agriculture, mainly
shifting cultivation. But shifting cultivation is also practised in Garo Hills, Nagaland, and Arunachal
Pradesh where pollen profiles of the recent past do not indicate the complete disappearance of the
primary dense forest. In fact, indigenous shiftingtisators across Northeast India never uproot the
large trees because the root foliage holds the soil. Within six months after the plot is abandoned,
the primary forest bounces back to its original form.

This study hypothesises that human activity othéart agriculture was responsible for the
deterioration of the primary dense forest of Cherrapunjee. The study is based on the assurmption
that the whole process of erecting megaliths and iron smelting technology in the area resulted in
the complete destructin of the primary forest on the flat top surface of the plateau where
Cherrapunjee is located.
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the remains of lateritic cover, armoured by a

m in the Cherrapunjee Plateau (Figutdé&ight . .
Map&Figure 2:3d view). The upper part of thesurface layer of coarse gravely residual debris

plateau, around and above 1000 MSL, Y‘éith Very sparse grass coveSHankar eal.,_
deforested, severely eroded and overgrown %93' The underlying, weathered regolith

grass. Only the small patches of broadleaved rmits very low infiltration and subsurface

forest (sacred groves) remain (Prokop ar{b'no_ff but _speeds up overland flow e_md soil
Suliga, 2013). At present, the kernel afegssic erosion Goja and Starkel, 20)0According to

rock lies exposed in most parts of the plateau lynologists, longerm h“maf‘ mterve_n_tlon n
surface with patches of grasses present ese globally extreme pluvial conditions has
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Figure 1: Height Map
Source: Author
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Figure 2: 3dview
Source: Author

Figure 3: Meghalaya Platea®atches ofGrassesPresent inCertain PocketsOnly
Source: Author

The study area is located between 25.1546A dataset of 65 surface pollen samples from
25.3237 latitude and 91.571-01.820 longitude Cherrapunjee analysed by the palynologists to
covering an area of approximately 469.04 squaexplore the elationship between the modern

kilometres. pollen assemblage and contemporary
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vegetation patterns (Basumatary et al., 201®harcoal isrequired for producing 1 kg of refined
revealed the occurrence of subtropical pin@on. This was based on an experimental study
forest along with broadeaved taxa with undertaken by the National Metallurgical
scattered patches of Pandanus during the recebaiboratory, Jamshedpur, to understand the
past. Due ¢ large scale deforestation andjuantity of Iron: Slag ratio production per unit.
massive soil erosion (wettest area), the florln the middle of the 19th century, British records
gradually converted into grassland under a xeritocumented the annual expbof pig iron from
climate. Khasi Hills as 45,00maundwvalued at about

According to ethnographers (Gordon, 1914) ad%lgG?,%(})O in tgosbe Cll\jl,ys, (Htén':;:r, 15%22% q
palynologists (Basumatary, 2013, Bera et aJr 4. The study by Mitri and Marak ( ) ha

2009; Kumar et al., 2008Zherrapunjee lost its stated thatannuall3260000c 450000 trees were
forests cover as a result of ovekploitation by felled, covering an area of 236.26409.09 sq.

shifting cultivators. But shifting cultivation is gm.for producindl800000 kgs of pig iron, which

common method of cultivation used by mangvas the estimated quantity of annual exports of

other communities of Northeast India where the O from Kha5| Hills and th's_ha‘_’ alt.ered th?
forests have survived. In the neighbourhoae orest. cover |n.the Khasi and Jllantlla Hills. But in
the Garos, who still practice shifting cultivatio t,he VlndhyaKalmur ranges of hills |n.the central
but a similar study by the palynologists haart of India overed today by extensive forests,

ﬁvidence of a similar ireproducing technology

ated to the 2nd millennium BC have been
found. The Asurs and Agharias, modern
This study begins with assumptions and ideaghabitants of the area also practice iron
followed by a critical discussion on the impact @melting. The extensive forest of the area has

confirmed the primary forests' existence eve
today (Basumatory and Bera, 2013).

humans on the Cherrapunji environment. remaned and been considered a resource
Assumptions and Ideas supporting the iron industry for so many

. . B _ centuriesv(Tjigathi 2014). A . L
¢ KS R2YAY Ll yi 3t 20l f RAa02dz2NES ARSYUGUATASaE

| gricultureas the most significant singtauseof These examples clarify that only shifting
deforesttion and severe forest degradationcultivation or iron production cannot cause the
across the world. In fact, shifting cultivation i§0mplete disappearance of the forests. This
identified as a primary cause of deforestation iBudyattempts to identify a third anthropogenic
the tropics(Allen and Barnes 1985; Amelung ar@etivity in the area responsible for altering the
Diehl, 1992; Cropper and Griffiths, 1994andscape. This study hypothesises that megalith
EhrhardtMartinez, 1998;Myers, 1993, Mather erection, an activity heavily dependent on wood,
and Needle, 1998Ranjan and Upadhyay, 1999~as responsible for the depletion of the forest
Rerkasem, 1996Following the global discoursecover on the platau. A combination of
the barrenness of Cherrapunjee today i@nthropoggnlc activities resulted in the
ascribed to oveexploitaton by shifting complete disappearance of the forests.
cultivators in the past (Basumatary et al., 2013 4 3 Odza a A2y Y

pp.69;Beraet al., 2006 Kumar et al., 2006 But . < f oA A
the question here is, if in Garo hills, under th@ 2RAFAOLUAZY 2F UKS AYYS

same humid tropics with high rainfall, shiftind dzy RI Ysyabt 02 Kdzvlky Odz

cultivation did not or has not caused barrennes ,l', Kyz HATTY Y VL‘](D HTT OVCD : ‘? :
why in Cherrapunjee did this happen? Insteatl, 2", A VI aKSAMN] adNNEdzy RAy3a

can it be another arftropogenic activity that YS ubta SUO® KdzYty oSAy3a

might have caused this barrenness? g ng f_{z 2 :Q;l‘h %I |'2 CJ i?\ YL;I 2 1 ;dﬁZf Té)\Ki
In a study conducted by Mitri and Marak (2015§, K SA NJ 2 LISOAFA O S VOANRBYYS)
it was stated that iron production had alteredj K A 3 dzy A lj ¢S GRS BdzBY A&
the forest cover of Khaslaintia Hills. 16kgs ofR § 3§ YyRa 2y fSIENyAy3aod [ dz
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?eJYO % t ;‘ 5 VZ)\Y v KéFS {fA by ﬁie%é)}réce sa%n ﬁﬁb%% uBhion lérf&%on

l_ﬂ N A y a Y av av A 2A ){ 2 EJSK},\SS A %,léf e I%G |ate VICInIty of the cave
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GKS R2gyFlIit 2F G(GKS 93@&&%7\ éﬁ ;\ﬁchs“%ba“&tﬁ)e L

3 K thé rTaBSk'VE bUIldlnE prOJect? Of tHieuOTthh palynoassemblage that grows along the edge of
ynasty also known as the age of pyramids sgwe river Simsang. The associated evergreen and

excetladed tge hcap?cny of Izhe ;rehasi_ry; eciduous elements like Mesua, Elaeocarpus,
populace and, therefore, weakened the kingdo arcinia, hi %%i‘”ema Albizia, and
S

at its roots.¢ K S w ILLII yf dFAR S NA aﬁota&ege den The presence of

.bu”t the moai T giant statues that evergreen taxa and Piperaceae and
impersonated the forefather; and became uphorbiaceae, is also recorded (Nair et al.,
;)llmt;ol :f powzr and prestlgle_og the im 010). The observed palynoassemblage also
Islan S wood was ovexploited for the oo qq this in the sediments from both inside
purlpose the folres;depletedh res;ltmgfl?l he?vé{nd outside of the cave. The occurrence of
soil erosion leadingto the downfall o Dendrophthoe (epiphytic plants) pollen in the

agriculture. Also, without timber boats, the on IBf)alynoassemblage is significant and reflects the

medium of transport was not available. Famingmstence of a primary foresBasumatory and

and civil wars was resulting in the dlsappearan%eera 2013). This is significant as even now in
of one of the highest developed cultures in th‘(a_;aro Hills, shifting cultivation is the most

Pacific Ocean. Today 90% of the Iandsca‘be inant method of cultivation used by the
Rapa Nui is grasslands and the planted forest %fmers

Eucalyptudrees. These are extreme examples o
modifications of the immediate surroundings bjn Cherrapunjee€ S LINB & Sy OS 2% L)1
a cultural habit, but all forms of cultural habits DS NBENBSyY St B&Sy/ilaa i B gz K

leave traces on the landscape. 9f I0$NLIdza = 9 NA Of OSLIEZOR DK

: : : _ UKS LI tey2z2laasSyotl 3S | NE
The introduction of agridture is supposed PaEr508 yOS 2F LINAYINE RSY
have caused irreversible changes to thE]I 500 tAyda FyR ONRIR 8
landscape by depleting the original forest covey. ¢ dea s 80 df | YR v dz8 NDd

Natural areas decline in extent as forested |an%5| YEd ¢KS LINBRISAGFSF OB B
are converted into agricultural areas to meet


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fourth_dynasty_of_Egypt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fourth_dynasty_of_Egypt
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Figure 5: Dragging the Sledge with the Megalith
Source: Author
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Figure 6: Megalith
Source: Author

Figure 7: Towards Erection of Wooden Poles d&apes
Source: Author
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Figure 8: Erected Megaliths
Source: Author

Erection of Megaliths This might be the second cultural factor coupled
é(\éth iron production, which might have brought
down the forest of Cherrapunjee. The
%enudation of the forest can also be caused by
hewn, the stones were laid ofarge e method of breaking boulders for building

wooden trolleys and dragged acrosgwenhirs, dolmens, cists etc., which can lead to

country by means of ropes of cane, §ignificant scale erosion of the soil. After
which );)Ie?/]ty can be hag from the W;preaking the boulders the megaliths are crafted

country on the southern side of theand dragged to the site of erection.

district, and then placed in position byFor this purposethe megalith is levered to a
means of ropes and levers. It seems littvooden sledge designed according to the weight
short of marvellousthat these stones, of the stone. It is then lashed with a cane and
which sometimes weighed many tonsgreepers. Wooden rollers are placed on the path
were placed in position by such primitivef the sledge, which is pulletb the point of
means, especially when we consider therection by several hundreds of men. When the
great trouble there was to rerect one of stone reaches its destination, a hole is dug for
the fallen stones at Stonehenge latelythe erection of the stone. The sledge is tilted,
Nowadays comparatively small stoneand the stone is placed in the hole, but often
only are erected, which are generallyurther pieces of thick wooden planks are
hewn and erected on the spot, so thatequired to lift it gradually from the ground by
there is no necessity for any conveyanceushing logs underneath. The earth is filled in
(Qurdon, 1914: p. 154, 155) the hole and_ beaten d_ov_vn a_lround the foot (_)f th_e
stone, but till the soil is firm, the megalith is
supported by wooden posts from all the sides.

The Khasis say that these great ston
were  brought sometimes  from
considerable distances. After bein



