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meteorite which fell in 586 'roaring 
with sparkles'. But my favourite 
account is of a rather unusual 'lapis 
mirae magnitudinis'. 'A stone as large 
as a house feii near Duringia, Germany 
in 1135, with a terrible noise that 
lasted for three days. The lower part of 
it, about half, sank into the ground, 
burning for three days like steel from 
the fire'. Also on July 26, 1243 'so many 
stars feii that if they had been true 
stars none would have remained in the 
sky'. 

It is apparent that, in addition to 
their scientific worth, these historical 
papers are a source of some marvel
lous quotations. 0 

Man and desert 
from Peter D. Moore 

THE problems associated with the 
spread of deserts are both social and 
ecological. The involvement and in
terest of man in the process of 
desertification made it an appropriate 
subject for consideration at the Tenth 
International Congress of Anthro
pological and Ethnological Sciences*. 
It is also appropriate that it should 
have formed the theme of a post
plenary session entitled, 'Anthropology 
and Desertification' and have been 
held at the Central Arid Zone Re
search Institute (CAZRI), Jodhpur, 
for this institution has contributed 
muoh to the understanding of, and 
attack upon, desertification in the 
Rajasthan Desert of north-west India. 

Complex historical and economic 
factors have contributed to human mis
management of marginal arid lands. 
The indigenous peoples of the Rajas
than Desert, according to H. S. Mann 
and S. P. Malhotra (CAZRI), have 
many traditional techniques for coping 
with semi-arid conditions, including 
mixed farming, fragmented land hold
ings (of advantage in scattered rainfaii 
areas), fallow and rotational farming 
systems, migration in famine, as well 
as socioreligious customs and taboos, 
particularly in relation to the care of 
trees. Modern desertification problems 
in the area may well be due to the im
position of new pressures rather than 
the long-term persistence of old ones. 

A similar note, although with an 
economic overtone, was struck by 
B. Spooner (University of Pennsyl
vania). The modern economic system 
operates at a level greater than that of 
the ecosystem. Market forces are now 
the chief determinants in societies 

*Held iT. Delhi on 12-18 December, 1978. It was 
convenf'..-0 by B. Spooner (University of Pennsyl· 
vania) hnd H. S. Mann (Director of CAZRI). 
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where once kinship and local organis
ation were most influential. Such a 
situation wiJ.I encourage short-term 
exploitation of the local resources. 
Equaily, the operation of rational, 
political processes at the new level may 
appear quite irrational at the ecosystem 
level. For this reason, even when 
ecological solutions to desertification 
problems can be •envisaged, they may 
be difficult to implement locally. His
torically, arid lands have often been 
politically independent and sociaily 
there may be resistance to innovative 
ideas from outside. It is vital, therefore, 
that the formulation of environmental 
policy should receive contributions 
from the indigenous society. 

A novel and valuable feature of this 
conference was the involvement of 
anthropologists, environment-al scien
tists and pastoral economists. The 
result was an unusual, yet productive, 
juxtapositon of disciplines and ideas. 
Among the pastoral economists, the 
contribution of S. Sandford (Overseas 
Development Institute, UK) is worth 
particular mention. He described pas
toral systems as being either conserv
ative or opportunistic. In the former, 
the number of grazing animals is kept 
at a constant, fairly low level. Since in 
most semi-arid areas there is consider
able fluctuation in rainfall (and, there
fore, in forage production) from year 
to year, the conservative system of 
pastoralism will keep overgrazing to a 
minimum, but will fail to exploit all 
of the available forage in a good year. 
An opportunistic system, on the other 
hand, varies the number of animals 
maintained according to the conditions 
prevailing. This should provide greater 
production efficiency, but in practice 
the number of stock is often reduced 
too little and too late, with consequent 
overgrazing and starvation. Environ
mentalists therefore tend to favour 
conservative strategies, but one is faced 
with the question of just how high the 
stock density should be set. In other 
words, how frequently can one tolerate 
the temporary over-exploitation of 
resources? If the answer is very in
frequently, then stock density must be 
kept low, much of the resource is 
under-exploited and the entire system 
becomes far less attractive to the pas
toralist than an efficiently managed, 
opportunistic system. 

Specialised field studies and case 
histories in semi-arid areas are con
tributing much to understanding local 
problems. Several papers derived from 
a multi-disciplinary study of the Turan 
Biosphere Reserve of north-eastern 
Iran, a project directed by Spooner. C. 
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Hamlin (University of Pennsylvania) 
described -the use of satellite remote 
sensing for the detection of changes 
in vegetation and sand distribution. 
A. E. Nyerges has examined the feed
ing behaviour of sheep and goats, 
which are herded in mixed flocks in 
the Turan. Adult goats proceeded at a 
rate of 25m min-1 whilst feeding and 
this ailowed them to range further 
from villages when foraging than 
sheep, which proceeded at 17m min-'. 
Kids achieved only 14m min-'. The 
result of these different speeds is that 
a zonation of grazing pressures exists 
around villages and pens, in which 
distant areas are predominantly grazed 
by goats. The selectivity of the two 
animals also varies, for example, 
Artemisia comprises 23% of the sheep's 
diet, but only 15% of the goat's intake. 
Thus, both qualitative and quantitative 
varia,tions in vegetation predation exist 
at different distances from a village. 

A further pressure on vegetation 
associated with human settlement is the 
demand for fuel wood. M. Martin has 
estimated that a family requires 150 kg 
wood each month. The processing of 
milk products from a flock of goats 

A hundred years ago 

IN connection with our article last 
week on a proposed Scottish observa
tory, it may be interesting to state that 
one day last August Mr. Milne Home, 
chairman of the Meteorological Society 
for Scotland, accompanied by Mr. 
Colin Livingston, headmaster, Public 
School, Fort William; Mr. Thompson, 
student; and Mr. David Doig, con
tractor, ascended Ben Nevis and made 
several observations with the view of 
erecting a station on the summit. They 
found the top enveloped in a mantle 
of snow-a circumstance which ren
dered it an extremely difficult task to 
select suitable spots for the erection of 
a dwelling-house and observatory. After 
a careful survey Mr. Home came to 
the conclusion that the plateau im
mediately beyond the spring affords 
the best site. The recommendation this 
spot has is its contiguity to the water
supply. It is proposed to construct the 
buildings after the following plan: first, 
a wall of stone with an inside lining of 
wood and an inner coating of felting, 
and the outside of the wall to be 
covered with corrugated iron. An 
external wall of stone would also be 
erected to serve as a protection from 
the blast. The estimated cost of the 
structure is 5001. 

From Nature 19, 23 January, 279; 1879. 
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