
In Chapter  5, you  have seen that  water  means life to
plants, animals and people. It  is difficu lt  for  anyone to
live in places where there is no water  to dr ink , where
there is no grass for  their  cat t le to feed on and where
there is no water  to help the crops to grow.

We will now lear n about the places in the wor ld where
people h ave l ear n ed  t o cope wi t h  ex t r em e h ar sh
temperatu res; in some places as hot  as fire and some as
cold as ice. These are the desert  areas of the wor ld. These
are character ised by low rainfall, scanty vegetat ion and
extreme temperatu res. Depending on the temperatu res
there can be hot  deser ts or  cold deser ts. The people
inhabit  these lands wherever  l it t le water  is available to
pract ise agr icu ltu re.

THE HOT DESERT – SAHARA

Look at  the map of the wor ld and the
con t inent  of Afr ica. Locate the Sahara
deser t  cover ing a large par t  of Nor th
Afr ica. It  is the wor ld’s largest  deser t . It
h as an  ar ea of  ar ou n d 8.54 m i l l ion
sq. k m. Do you  recal l that  India has an
area of 3.2 mi ll ion sq. k m? The Sahara
deser t  touches eleven  cou nt r ies. These
are Alger ia, Chad, Egypt, Libya, Mali ,
Mau r i t an ia, M or occo, Niger, Su dan ,
Tu nisia and Wester n Sahara.

When you think of a desert  the pictu re
that  immediately comes to your  mind is that of sand. But
besides the vast  stretches of sands, that Sahara deser t is
covered with, there are also gravel plains and elevated
plateaus with bare rocky sur face. These rocky sur faces
may be more than 2500m high at  some places.

Fi g. 9 .1 : The Sahara Desert

Deser t : It  is an ar id
region character iesed
by extremely high or
low temperatures and
has scarce vegetat ion.
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Fi g. 9 .2 : Sahara in Africa

Al Azizia in the Sahara
desert, south of Tripoli,
Libya recorded the
highest temperature of
57.7°C in 1922.

Cl im at e
The cl imate of the Sahara deser t  is scorch ing hot  and
parch  dry. It  h as a shor t  rainy season . The sk y is
clou dless an d clear. Here, t he moistu r e evapor at es
faster  than  i t  accu mu lates. Days are u nbel ievably hot .
The temperatu res du r ing the day may soar  as h igh  as
50°C, heat ing u p the sand and the bare rock s, wh ich
in  tu rn  radiates heat  mak ing everyth ing arou nd hot .
The n igh t s may be freezin g cold wit h  temperatu res
near ing zero degrees.

Flora and Fauna
Vegetat ion in the Sahara deser t  includes cactus, date
palms and acacia. In some places there are oasis – green
islands with date palms sur rou nding them. Camels,
hyenas, jack als, foxes, scorpions, many var iet ies of

You wil l  be surpr ised
to k now that present
day Sahara once used
to be a lush green
plain . Cave pain t ings
in Sahara desert show
that  there used to be
r ivers with crocodiles.
Elephants, l ions,
giraffes, ost r iches,
sheep, catt le and
goats were common
animals. Bu t the
change in climate has
changed it  to a very
hot and dry region.

Morocco
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Depressions are formed
when the wind blows
away the sands. In the
depressions where
underground water
reaches the su rface,
an oasis is formed.
These areas are fertile.
People may sett le
around these water
bodies and grow date
palms and other
crops. Sometimes the
oasis may be
abnormal ly large.
Tafi lalet  Oasis in
Morocco is a large
oasis with an area of
about  13,000 sq.km.

Fi g. 9 .3 : Oasis in the Sahara Desert

People
The Sahara deser t  despi te i t s harsh  cl imate has been
inhabited by var iou s grou ps of people, who pu rsu e
differen t  act ivi t ies. Among them are the Bedou ins and
Tu ar egs. Th ese gr ou ps ar e nom adic t r ibes r ear in g
l ivestock  su ch  as goats, sheep, cam els and horses.
Th ese an imals provide th em  with  m i lk , h ides fr om
wh ich  th ey m ak e leat h er  for  bel t s, sl ipper s, wat er
bot t les; hair  is u sed for  mats, carpets, clothes and
blank ets. They wear  heavy robes as protect ion  against
du st  storms and hot  winds.

The oasis in the Sahara and the Nile Valley in Egypt
supports set t led popu lat ion. Since water  is available, the
people grow date palms. Crops such as r ice, wheat, barley
and beans are also grown. Egypt ian  cot ton, famou s
wor ldwide is grown in Egypt.

The discovery of oi l – a product  in great  demand
th roughout  the wor ld, in  Alger ia, Libya and Egypt is
con st an t ly t r an sfor m in g t h e Sah ar a deser t . Ot h er
minerals of importance that are found in the area include
iron, phosphorus, manganese and u ranium.

The cu ltu ral landscape of the Sahara is undergoing
change. Gleaming glass cased office bu ildings tower over
mosques and superhighways crisscross the ancient camel
paths. Trucks are replacing camels in the salt  t rade.
Tuaregs are seen act ing as gu ides to foreign tour ists.
More and more nomadic herdsmen are tak ing to city l ife
finding jobs in oil and gas operat ions.

snakes and lizards are the prominent animal species
living there.

Scient ists have
actually fou nd
skeletons of fish in
th is desert. What
cou ld have happened?
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THE COLD DESERT  - LADAK H

Ladakh  is a cold deser t  lying in  the Great  Himalayas,
on the eastern side of Jammu and Kashmir  (Fig. 9.4).
The K ar ak or am  Ran ge in  the nor th and the Zansk ar
m ount ai ns in  the sou th enclose it . Several r ivers flow
t h r ou gh  Ladak h , I n d u s bein g t h e m ost  im por t an t
among them. The r ivers form deep valleys and gorges.
Several glaciers are fou nd in Ladakh , for  example the
Gangr i  glacier.

The al t i t u de in  Ladak h  var ies from abou t  3000m
in  K ar gi l  to m or e th an  8,000m in  t he Kar ak or am .
Du e to i t s h igh  al t i tu de, th e cl im at e is ext remely cold
an d dr y. The air  at  th is al t i t u de is so th in  t hat  th e
h eat  of  t h e su n  can  b e fel t  i n t en sel y .  Th e d ay
t em per at u r es in  su m m er  ar e ju st  above zer o degr ee
an d t h e n igh t  t em per at u r es wel l  below –30°C. It  is
freezing cold in  th e winters when the temperatu res may
r em ain  below –40°C for  m ost  of t h e t im e. As i t  l i es

Ladakh is made u p of
two words – “La”
meaning ‘mountain
pass’ and “Dak”
meaning ‘country’

Drass, one of the
coldest inhabi ted
places on ear th is
located in Ladakh.

Fi g. 9 .4 : Ladakh
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i n  th e rain  shadow of t he H im alayas, th er e is l i t t le
r a i n fa l l ,  as l ow  as 1 0  cm  ever y  year .  Th e ar ea
exper ien ces freezin g win ds and bu rn in g hot  su n l igh t .
You  wi l l  be su r pr ised t o k n ow t hat  i f you  si t  in  th e
su n  with you r  feet  in  t he shade, you  may su ffer  from
both  su n st rok e and frost  b i t e at  t he sam e t ime.

Flora and Fauna
Due to h igh ar idity, the vegetat ion is sparse. There are
scanty patches of grasses and shrubs for  an imals to
graze. Groves of wil lows and poplars are seen  in the
valleys. Dur ing the summers, fru it  t rees such as apples,
apr icots and walnu ts bloom. Several species of birds are
sighted in Ladakh. Robins, redstar ts, Tibetan snowcock ,
r aven  and h oopoe ar e comm on . Some of th ese ar e
migratory birds. The animals of Ladakh are wild goats,
wild sheep, yak  and special k inds of dogs. The animals
are reared to provide for  the milk , meat and hides. Yak’s
milk  is used to make cheese and bu t ter. The hair  of the
sheep and goat is used to make woollens.

People
Do you  fin d an y resemblance between th e people of
Ladak h  and the inhabitan ts of Tibet  and Cent ral  Asia?
Th e people h er e ar e ei th er  Mu sl ims or  Bu ddh ist s. In
fact  several  Bu ddh ist s monast er ies dot  th e Ladak h i
l an dscape wi t h  t h ei r  t r ad i t i on al  ‘gom pas’. Som e
famou s m on aster ies are Hem is, Th ik sey, Shey an d
Lam ayu r u  (Fig. 9.5).

In the summer season the people are busy cu lt ivat ing
bar ley, potatoes, peas, beans and tu rnip. The climate in
win t er  m on t h s is so h ar sh  t h at
people keep themselves engaged in
fest i vi t i es an d cer em on ies.  Th e
women are very hard work ing. They
wor k  not  on ly in  t he hou se an d
f i el d s,  b u t  a l so m an age sm al l
business and shops. Leh, the capital
of Ladakh is well connected both by
road and air. The Nat ional Highway
1 A con n ect s Leh  t o Kash m i r
Valley through the Zoji la Pass. Can
you  n ame som e m or e passes in
the Himalayas?

The finest cricket bats
are made from the
wood of the wil low
trees.

The Chiru  or  the
Tibetan antelope is an
endangered species. It
is hunted for  its wool
known as shahtoosh,
which  is l igh t in
weight and extremely
warm .

Fi g. 9 .5 : Thiksey Monastery

Ladakh is also k nown
as Khapa-chan  wh ich
means snow land.
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Tou r ism  i s a m ajor
act i vi t y  w i t h  sever al
tourists streaming in from
with in India and abroad.
Vi si t s t o t h e gom pas,
treks to see the meadows
and glaciers, witnessing
ceremonies and festivit ies
are important activit ies.

L i fe of  p eop l e i s
u ndergoing change du e
t o m oder n isat ion . Bu t
t h e peop le of  Ladak h
have over  the centu r ies learned to l ive in balance and
harmony with natu re. Due to scarcity of resources like
water  and fuel, they are used with reverence and care.
Nothing is discarded or  wasted.

Manali - Leh highway
crosses four passes,
Rohtang la,
Baralacha la
Lungalacha la and
Tanglang la. The
highway opens only
between Ju ly and
September when snow
is cleared from the road.

Ba r a l a ch a l a

1.  Answer  t he fol lowing quest i ons.

(a) What are the two types of deser ts found in  the wor ld?

(b) In  which  con t inen t  is the Sahara desert  located?

(c) What are the cl imat ic condi t ions of the Ladakh  desert?

(d) What main ly at t racts tou rists to Ladakh?

(e) What type of clothes the people of the Sahara desert  wear?

(f) Name the t rees that  grow in  Ladakh.

2. Ti ck  t h e cor rect  answer.

 (i) Sahara is located in  wh ich part  of Afr ica
(a) eastern (b) northern (c) western

(i i) Sahara is what type of desert
(a) cold (b) hot (c) mild

(i ii ) The Ladakh desert  is main ly inhabited by
(a) Chr ist ians and Musl ims
(b) Buddhists and Muslims
(c) Chr ist ians and Bu ddhists

(iv) Deserts are character ised by
(a) scanty vegetat ion
(b) heavy precipitat ion
(c) low evaporat ion

Fi g. 9 .6 : Ladakhi Women in
Traditional Dress
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(v) Hemis in  the Ladak h is a famous
(a) temple (b) chu rch (c) monastery

(vi) Egypt  is famous for growing
(a) wheat (b) maize (c) cotton

3. Mat ch t he fol lowing.
(i) Oasis (a) Libya

(i i) Bedouins (b) monastery
(i ii ) Oil (c) glacier
(iv) Gangri (d) depressions with  water
(v) Lamayuru (e) cold desert

(f) Sahara

4. Give reason s.
(i) There is scanty vegetat ion  in  the deser ts.

(i i) People of the Sahara desert  wear  heavy robes.

5. Map sk i l ls.
(i) On the ou tl ine map of Afr ica, mark the Sahara desert and any fou r countr ies

around it .
(i i) On the ou t l ine map of India, mark  the Karakoram Range, Zanskar Range,

Ladakh and Zoji  La pass.

Desert  Gam e

This is a class room act ivi ty involving al l  the stu dents. The teacher wil l  create a
l ist  of desert  creatu res. The number of the creatu res shou ld be same as the number
of students in  the class. The creatu res can be picked up from the categories of
mammals, birds and rept i les. Mammals can include – camel, yak , fox, sheep, goat ,
antelope…
Birds – raven, eagle, vu ltu re, tu rk ey…
Rept i les – snakes …

Assign one desert  creatu re to each student . Ask  the student to wri te th ree
character ist ics of the creatu re on plain  sheet of paper. (students can use index
cards of size 10 cm × 15 cm). Qu est ions su ch as - in  what  type of deser ts i t  is
found? Major adaptat ion? Use to man?

These character ist ics wil l  be used as clues in  the guessing game. On the board
mak e three columns – mammals, bi rs and rept i les. Paste a sheet of paper in  the
column u nder the part icu lar  category. The class can be divided in  three to fou r
groups. They wil l  compete against  each other in  the ‘desert  game’. Each group now
tak es tu rn in  guessing the correct  answer. Explain  to the class that  they have to
guess what an imal  matches the character ist ics l isted on the paper.
For example:

• Animal of hot  desert
• Has double set  of eyelashes to k eep away the sand
• The h ide is u sed for mak ing water  bot t les

 The correct  answer is ‘camel’. With in  the group there wil l  be a stu dent who has
prepared the card. That  stu dent  shou ld not  answer. Ten points are awarded for
the cor rect  answer.

This game wil l  enable students to understand the desert . You  can play the
same game by tak ing different  types of fru its, flora and the clothes the people wear .

6. For  fun .


