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GOLD HUNT 

 
{ǳōŀǊƴŀǊŜƪƘŀΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨǎǘǊŜŀƪ ƻŦ ƎƻƭŘΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛōŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǎƘŜǊ Ŧƻƭƪ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 

inhabiting the Chotanagpur belt. Some tribal communities who were traditionally accustomed 

to mrigaya -r hunting in local forests for small game ς now make a living sifting gold out of the 

ǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ alluvium. Alluvial gold-washing at an artisanal scale is carried on in the sands and gravels 

of the river throughout its length but is more prominent around the Chandil dam ς both 

upstream and downstream areas from the reservoir. In fact, artisanal gold mining has expanded 

as a livelihood activity since the construction of Subarnarekha dam. The construction of the 

dam displaced tribal populations from their villages and lands, forcing the oustees to take up 

gold panning in absence of any other option. In recent years, the district/block officials have 

been assiduously trying to regulate artisanal gold mining by locating, identifying and stopping 

the miners from getting access to the river. The task has proven difficult due to the dearth of 

quantitative data and the confusion over the jurisdiction of the police, as well as the ŘŜŬƴƛǘƛƻƴ 

of what comprises an illegal activity. 

 

As described by Mihir Deb, Garima Tiwari and Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt in International Journal of 

Mining, Reclamation and Environment (Vol. 22, No. 3, September 2008, 194ς209) titled 

Artisanal and small scale mining in India: selected studies and an overview of the issues written, 

ά!Ǌǘƛǎŀƴŀƭ ƳƛƴƛƴƎ Χ is carried out by indigenous communities in remote locations on and from 

common lands. Such mining is generally unauthorized as it is unlicensed, and commonly seen as 

illegal. Strictly speaking, it might be better to describe such mining non-legal as often the 

operations are beyond the purview of the law. For example, panning for gold from the alluvium 

on the Subarnarekha riverbed in Jharkhand state is a non-legal artisanal activity, carried out 

mostly by local indigenous communities that would fall in the non-legal domain. The situation is 

complicated by the lack of quantitative data, and the confusion over jurisdiction and definition. 

 

River Subarnarekha originates near Piska/ Nagri in Ranchi and traverses a long distance 

through Ranchi, Seraikela-Kharsawan and East Singhbhum districts in Jharkhand. Thereafter it 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ranchi_district
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seraikela_Kharsawan_district
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/East_Singhbhum
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flows for shorter distances through West Midnapore district in West Bengal for 83 kilometres 

(52 miles) and Balasore district of Odisha.  

 

SAHARBERA  

 

Saharbera village on the banks of Subarnarekha River is situated in Kharsawan block of 

Seraikela-Kharsawan district of Jharkhand. Wading through the currents of the water and the 

rocks pounding the feet, reached the other corner of the river, to see the shallow wells, which 

ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨdingyΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇŀǊƭŀƴŎŜΦ Shallow wells are dug on the banks and the river water 

is drawn by motor pumps.   

Figure 1: SUBARNAREKHA RIVER IN SERAIKELA-KHARSAWAN DISTRICT 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paschim_Medinipur_district
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Bengal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balasore_district
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Figure 2: SAHARBERA VILLAGE 
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Wooden pan like a conclave tray, locally known ŀǎ ΨdongaΩ, which is made up of the bark of an 

age old rare tree is filled ¾th of gravel and mud from the shallow well and is held just under the 

water, tilted slightly away. Those working on the wooden pan begin swirling the water from 

side to side, with a slight forward tossing motion. Then sufficient force is used to move the 

surface and the lighter gravel out over the edge of the pan. Levelling the pan from time to time 

and shaking it back and forth cause the light material to come to the surface and the gold 

Figure 4: MOTOR PUMPS DRAWS WATER FROM THE RIVER 

Figure 3: A VILLAGER   USING WOODEN PAN TO EXTRACT GOLD 

Figure 3: ! ƳƛƴŜǊ ŎƻǾŜǊǎ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƻƻŘŜƴ Ǉŀƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ 
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settles in the bottom. The pan costs between Indian Rupees 1500 and 2000 and it can be used 

for several years if maintained.  

 

To reach Saharbera men cycle through 15 to 20 kilometres and women walk to cross the Dalma 

range, a wide swathe of hills and dense forest facing wild elephants for panning gold from the 

alluvium tract of the riverbed.  

As 50 year old Arun Singh Munda comes from Faranga village on Dalma range ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άL ŎƻƳŜ 

along with other villagers, work 5 to 6 hours under the hot sun, do panning to extract gold from 

gravel and alluvial deposit on the banks of Subarnarekha River.έ  

 

άLƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎ ƛƴ 5ŀƭƳŀ ǊŀƴƎŜΣ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ 

abysmally poor condition. Either they toil in the field or work 

as construction worker or sell fishes or vegetables. The 

earnings were quite inadequate pushing us to desperation, 

leaving us with no other option but to earn a living out of 

ǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ gold. Village men or women either walk or use their 

cycle to reach the bank of Subarnarekha River in Saharbera, 

Figure 4: SHALLOW WELLS DUG EARLIER FOR EXTRACTING GOLD 

Figure 6: DULAL SOHISH Figure 5: ARUN SINGH MUNDA 
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Pudasil, Bhuiyadih or Manikui. Then they identify a spot where we start working to extract gold 

from the dust or gravel. We work in Saharbera for most of the days in a week from 10.00 in the 

morning till 4.00 pm. The gold extracted by me is of a size of a mustard seed or posto (poppy 

seed). In a week, I earn between Rs.200 and Rs.300. We sell the gold to an agent in our village. 

²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜƭƭ ƛǘ ǘƻ ŀ ƎƻƭŘǎƳƛǘƘ ƛƴ /ƘŀƴŘƛƭ ƻǊ WŀƳǎƘŜŘǇǳǊ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎƘŜŀǘŜŘ, 

althoughΣ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƳƛŘŘƭŜƳŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƘŜŀǘǎ ǳǎΦέ ǎŀȅǎ !Ǌǳƴ {ƛƴƎƘ aǳƴŘŀΦ 

 

We meet Dulal Sohish at his village, he saidΣ άWhen summer sets in the gold extraction is quite 

low. It picks up in the rainy days. Most of us are able to extract 1.5 or 2 rati in a week and we 

are paid Rs.300-400 for one rati ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜƳŀƴΦέ 

 

According to a local jeweller in Chandil, rati is equal to 0.18196 gm. The Indian standard of 

weighing gold is Bhari. One bhari is divided in 16 annas and 1 anna into 4 rati. There are 64 rati 

in 1 bhari.  In the present day standard, 1 bhari is equal to 11.646 grams. The present market 

value of 24 carat gold in India is Rs.29,290 per 10 grams. 

 

RUDIA ς NARGADIH 

 

In Rudia village, 7 kms from Chandil in Seraikela-Kharsawan district, a team from the Geological 

Survey of India (GSI) has been drilling since May-June 2011, where there is a potential reserve 

of gold.  

 

Seating at the back of the motorbike when we move through the uneven dusty tracts, we reach 

the banks of Subarnarekha. When I ask Chunni Layak, she says    sharing the secret of making 

gold ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōǊƛƴƎ άōŀŘ ƭǳŎƪέΦ ά²ŜΩǾŜ ƪŜǇǘ ƛǘ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ŦƻǊ generations and the only 

time when someone came to know ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ ƛƭƭ ƭǳŎƪ ŦŜƭƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜΦέ {ƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊs to the 

persistent problem created by the district/block official to stop mining.  
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While we were being objected to take photos, physically handicapped 32 year old Ram Chandra 

[ŀȅŀƪ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǉǳŜǊƛŜǎΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ άCǊƻƳ мл ŀΦƳΦ ǘƻ п 

p.m., Chunni, along with other women and men, will be in the water, sifting sand and gravels 

and the gold settles at the bottom of the wooden panΦέ  

 

When the darkness of the night engulfs entire village, Ram 

Chandra Layak though physically handicapped but moves 

faster on a bicycle and organises a meeting of the villagers 

introduces us to 40 men and women, who take part in 

panning daily on the riverbank to extract the gold from 

alluvial deposit on Subarnarekha River.  

 

50-year old Dal Govind Layak, who has been working for 

over 3 decades on the Subarnarekha banks to extract gold. 

He said, άMajority of those involved in gold panning feel 

Figure 8: RAM CHANDRA LAYAK 

Figure 7: RUDIA 
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ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǿ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ job. Apart from working in the field, villagers have no other options left 

but to do gold panning. Even men and women, who find it difficult to do hard labour, involve in 

ŜȄǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ƎƻƭŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊōŀƴƪΦέ  

 

Nargadih, the neighbouring village which is 6-7 kilometres from 

Rudia, men and women from fisher-folk community had been 

involved in gold mining on the banks of Subarnarekha River, for 

generations. 75 percent of the villagers were involved in panning 

gold but now ƛǘΩǎ declining. As remarked by 26-year old Dilip 

{ŀǊŘŀǊΣ άDƻƭŘ ŜȄǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴƪǎ ƻŦ {ǳōŀǊƴŀǊŜƪƘŀ wƛǾŜǊ 

does not fetch us money. Earlier, villagers involved in gold 

extraction got good returns selling gold to the local middleman. 

Now I work on the field and make paper packets to eke out a 

living. During the monsoon, men and women start working on 

ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊǎƛŘŜ ǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƭŘΦέ  

  

 

MOISARA 

 

Moisara village, situated in Ichagarh block of Seraikela-Kharsawan district, on the 

Figure 9: DILIP SARDAR 

Figure 10: MOISARA 














