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Off The Record 

Prospecting, Mining and Metals 
WH A T happened to the sturdy 

race of prospectors who once 
made Ind ia so r ich in metals and 
minerals as to arouse the envy of 
the ancient world? 'That they once 
thrived is indisputable. Megasthenes 
reported that 

" Whi le the soil bears on its sur
face al l kinds of fruits which are 
known to cult ivat ion, it has also 
numerous underground veins of all 
sorts of metals, for it contains much 
gold and silver, and copper and 
i ron in no small quanti ty, and even 
t in and other metals, which are em
ployed in making articles for use 
and ornament, as wel l as imple
ments and accoutrements of war." 

Hem is another, and a modern 
assessment: 

l ' The high quality of the native-
made i ron, the early anticipation of 
the processes now employed in 
Europe for the manufacture of high-
class steels, and the artistic products 
in copper and brass gave India at 
one time a prominent position in the 
metallurgical wor ld , while as a chief 
source of nitre she held a position 
of peculiar poli t ical importance un
t i l , less than forty years ago, the 
chemical manufacturer of 'Europe 
found among his by-products chea
per and more effective compounds 
for the manufacture of explosives." 
(Mineral Resources of India, T. H. 
Ho l land, 1908.) 

One may disbelieve traveller's 
tales but one cannot ignore the 
standing monuments to the skill and 
enterprise of the ancient miners, 
the long abandoned mines, some of 
which have been re-opened, and 
have revealed r ich veins of ores. 
Modern geologists agree that old 
Ind ia had a " nose for ore," and 
the sites of ancient mines are worth 
a second look. As a matter of fact, 
many of our successful ventures in 
the present day fol low the old trails. 
In the Ko lar gold fields, for instance, 
f rom ancient workings some 300 feet 
deep, modern mining engineers have 
succeeded in operating to depths of 
below two miles f rom the surface; 
the Singhbhum Copper Belt, por
tions on which have been success
ful ly developed by the Indian Cop
per Corporation L imi ted , was also 
a site of ancient mines, and there 
are the lead-zinc mines of Zawar 
in Mcwar State, long abandoned, 
the value of which is only now 
beginning to be recognised. 

W i t h min ing went the knowledge 
of metallurgy, the skil l of smelting 

i ron, of wh ich the most shining 
example is the I ron Pillar of Delh i , 
bearing inscriptions which date it 
back to the 5th century A .D . But 
many of the ancient mines today 
are in the same state in which 
Pierre Lo t i found the Ellora caves. 
They are peopled only wi th myriads 
of bats, and under foot one treads 
the soft loam of their manure, which 
is frequently many feet deep. Among 
the. greatest of these old mines are 
the Khe t r i Copper Workings of 
Rajputana, where openings are 
found in profusion in a low range 
of hills, along a length of 15 miles. 
These openings lead to underground 
excavations of considerable magni
tude, some being many hundreds of 
fret long, and in many places are 
40 feet or more in wid th . Of f these 
slopes lead numerous tunnels which 
once reached depthof at least 400 
to 500 feet below the hi l l tops. 
Numerous small openings in the hi l l 
sides indicate that the ancient 
miners were alive to the need for 
fresh air as their operations went 
deeper. But in the course of cen
turies, large sections of the excava
tions have collapsed, rocks have 
broken away and tilled the lower 
workings, so that it is no longer 
possible to penetrate to depths of 
more than hundred feet or so, and 
annually rains wash large quantities 
of rubble down to them. 

For various reasons, part ly pol i
t ical, prospecting in modern times 
has been a neglected art. Believe it 
or not, the first Indian prospecting 
was undertaken only as late as 
1923. Since then the. Burma Oi l 
Company have been systematically 

do not give any direct evidence as 
to the existence o r a n y mineral , bu t 
is an indirect aid in prospecting. 
The history of explorations, how
ever, has been nothing but sheer 
chance finds. It is only by close 
study and extensive surface observa
tions that a scientific approach to 
the problem has been made possi
ble in recent years. Geological sur
vey of the country is still incomplete, 
and our knowledge of mineral re
sources is perhaps the least satisfac
tory. T h e n has been no fresh sur
vey since 1872 of many of the areas 
and the geological survey of some 
parts of the country sti l l remains to 
be completed. 

As foreign capital in the past has 
been attracted principally only to 
mining and plantat ion in undeve
loped countries, it is rather diff icult 
to explain the comparative neglect 
of our mineral resources under the 
British regime though it is true that, 
contrary to the common belief, we 
may be rich in other natural re
sources, we are not so rich in mine
rals. Ou r main deficiency, as is 
well-known, is in the non-ferrous 
metals, not in coal or i ron, in which 
we have fairly large stocks. 

The most striking feature of m in 
ing in old times, of which we have 
some detailed records for the early 
part of the nineteenth century was 
the financial part of the undertak
ing. At that time, the Khe t r i Cop
per mines were still being worked 
in Rajputana, although their period 
of activity, which had lasted for so 
many centuries, was drawing rapid
ly to a close. The principal part of 
the undertaking was the respons
ibil ity of the head miners who, on 
their part, had to depend on money 
lenders. The latter not only charg
ed a very high rate of interest which 

making geo-physical surveys, whichis not surprising, since min ing ope-
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rations by their very nature, arc un-
certain and risky, 'but what is worse, 
they had a habit of suddenly stop
p ing their advances when the mines 
showed a slackening in yielding up 
ores. This naturally happens when 
the veins currently being worked 
run up against a " fault " or come 
to an end. There is no means of 
knowing, therefore, whether act ivi
ties stopped because the miners of 
old d id not know how to proceed 
when they encountered a fault, and 
did not have the requisite technique 
to proceed further, or whether ope
rations came to a sudden and un
fortunate end because of the un 
satisfactory system of f inancing. 

True we are deficient, and woe
ful ly deficient, in the principal non-
ferrous metals like copper, lead, zinc, 
mercury and t in . This does not, 
however, depress the metallurgists 
who seem to have a supreme con
tumely. They considered for these 
metals and dismiss them as metals 
of a past age. At one t ime copper, 
lead and zinc played a leading part 
in mould ing the course of human 
destiny, its civil isation and culture. 
The. metals that have come into 
prominence today are different, e.g. 
a lumin ium, t i tan ium, beryl l ium, 
thor ium and manganese, and we are 
not deficient in them, though they 
yet remain to be exploited. The 
' old ' metals we do not have are 
also pr imit ive in the sense that they 
could be easily extracted f rom the 
ores by smelting, and were dis
covered by accident as chance pro
ducts of involuntary smelting in 
the hearth fires of pr imi t ive man. 
The extraction of the metals of the 
modern age had to wait for the 
development of advanced chemical 
and metal lurgical, techniques for 
they can be separated only by very 
complicated processes, which were 
beyond the range? of knowledge of 
the ancients. 

Neither the common people nor 
economists, however, can derive 
much consolation f rom the scien
tists in this respect. Many tilings 
are technologically feasible, but it 
w i l l lake a lot of spade work and 
much prel iminary development in 
industries before they can also be
come economically workable. The 
crucial test of costs and prices is 
hard to meet, and it cannot, be met 
unt i l we have developed a basic 
heavy industry of i ron and steel for 
wh ich , fortunately, we have more, 
than abundant natural resources. 

The above strongly emphasises 
the need for mak ing the country 
more mineral conscious to which the 
Geological Survey are making a 

a distinct contr ibut ion by publ ishing 
the Indian Minerals.* It also con
firms one of the important findings 
of the Un i ted Nations Expert Group 
on Underdeveloped Economies, of 
which Professor Gadgi l was a mem
ber, that much more needs to be 
done by the Government in these 
countries for developing the mine
ral resources than in others, that 
a positive policy of mineral deve
lopment has to be taken up by the 
State in the absence of private enter
prise in prospecting. It is curious, 
though, that min ing , which is sup
posed in other countries to make 
such a strong appeal to the gambl ing 
instinct in men, and therefore yield 
on an average a comparatively 
lower return on investments, do not 
appear to have exercised a similar 
spell on us though no one can fair ly 
accuse us of being deficient in the 
gambling instinct! 

But no survey of our mineral re
sources would be complete, wi thout 
a mention of the odd varieties and 
some of its curiosities. Do many 
people know that: we still produce 
diamonds, and that its product ion 
rose from 1,284 carats in 1947 to 
2.426 carats in 1948 in quanti ty, 
and f rom Rs. 1,72,652 to Rs. 
4,17,373 in value? Production of 
diamonds is recorded in the Statis
tical Abstract for V indhya Pradesh 
alone. It would similarly be news 
to many that silver is still produced, 
though in a very small quant i ty in 
Mysore, the actual figures being 
0,821. 12,422 and 12,797 ounces in 
the years 1946, 1947 and 1948, the 

corresponding values being Rs 
40,692, Rs. 54,725 and Rs. 60,299. 

Not an inconsiderable number of 
persons are employed in the min ing 
of d iamond, the dai ly average being 
2,150 as compared w i th 4,187 in the 
product ion of petroleum, 3,636 in 
copper ore, 2,827 in manganesite, 
and 1,405 in chromite. So diamond 
min ing is stil l being actively pursued, 
and both product ion and value have 
nearly doubled between 1947 and 
1948 while the numbers employed 
went up f rom 847 to 2,150! Is it 
because of the ban on imports f rom 
South Afr ica? 

Many have forgotten by now that 
at one time saltpeter used to be per
haps our most: important mineral , 
and certainly a very valuable fore
ign exchange earner. As the chief 
source of supply of this essential raw 
material for the manufacture of ex
plosives, Ind ia held a position of 
great political importance unt i l mo
dern chemistry robbed her of this 
doubtful . honour Economic text 
books still cite it as an exemple of 
heavy export duties k i l l ing an ex
port trade. .But then, so many still 
believe that successful agrarian re
volt against the planters ki l led the 
trade in indigo, and not. the deve
lopment of synthetic German dyes! 

* Indian Minerals, A Quarterly, pub
lished hy the Mineral Information Bu
reau, Geological Survey of India, 5 Es-
plaimde East, Calcutta. Much of the 
information given above is culled from 
the latest issue. Vol. IV. No. I, of this 
publication. 
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