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The Journey of a Foot-Soldier Geologist∗
K S Valdiya: (20 March 1937 to 29 September 2020)

K S Valdiya (Photo Credit: Mr. Sameer Valdiya)
An Educator, Scientist, Environmentalist, and Administrator, Prof. Khadg Singh Valdiya (KS)
was a versatile personality. A legend among geologists, Prof. Valdiya was a great visionary;
one who not only shaped the understanding of the geological making of the Indian Subcontinent but also spread environmental awareness among students and lay-people. Renowned for
his articulation and command over the language, he was a brilliant orator and an exceptional
narrator, fascinating one and all with his teaching of geology. He was also down-to-earth, carrying out significant research while being a foot-soldier field geologist, wandering to explore
the lap of the mighty Himalaya, wherever the geological formations led him.
A piece of paradise on earth, the Kalaw town is situated in the rain forest of the southern Shan
States in Myanmar (Burma). It is a beautiful hill station, surrounded by forested hills and
mountain ranges of pine-forest. Here, the boy KS was born to Nanda and Deb Singh on the
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20th of March, 1937. His grandfather, Lachhman Singh Valdiya came to Kalaw town in the
year 1911 to commence a new journey in his life, leaving his wife and infant son in the small
village of Pithoragarh in Uttarakhand. With the help of his friend, who worked as a postman in
Kalaw, Lachhman Singh opened a byre with a few cows and a bull and started a dairy farm. He
hired some Nepalese workers to look after his farm, and within a short span, the milk trading
business bloomed, and he became a prosperous businessman with more than a hundred cows
and eventually an owner of a general store. Later, his wife and son joined him in Kalaw and
KS’s father took the responsibility of the general store. The boy KS, along with his younger
brother ‘Gulab’, grew up in the firmly united, close-knit community. They spoke a melange of
many languages containing words from Hindi, Punjabi, Awadhi, Bhojpuri, Bengali, Tamil, and
Marathi. He was nurtured in the lap of nature, with music in the air, and everything was perfect
in all respects. He was admitted to the Hindi school—Arya Samaj Bhawan. All the students
used to sit in two rows on the carpeted floor, with a small slate (writing board) and their books.
Initially, KS shied away from going to school; his grandfather used to give candy-filled boxes
so that his teacher could tempt the little boy to attend school—it worked. After a year, he was
admitted to the Roman Catholic St. Agnes Convent school, and like most other young boys his
age, he displayed greater interest in sports than in studies. His holidays were fun-filled. Along
with his father, he rode a bullock-cart to bring merchandise for the store. Sometimes, he would
jump into the river with his friends, while more often than not, he would play football with
them. The early years of his childhood were filled with love, affection, prosperity, peace, and
harmony that he often remembered and cherished. His life was full of joy and bliss.
By 15th February 1942, the Japanese had won Singapore, overrun Malaya, and were rushing
towards Burma. Soon, both Rangoon and Mandalay were bombed, triggering panic and mass
exodus. The British withdrew from Burma. KS’s grandfather’s store and the house were sold
for very little. In the town, there was no government left, and all the public services like the
police, transport, schools, and hospitals were shut down. In this situation, KS’s grandfather
decided to leave town with his family and search for refuge in the much safer bungalows abandoned by the rich. With limited food and resources to survive, they waited for the Japanese to
come. A few days later, upon the arrival of the Japanese, they heard that the government had
issued a decree for the public to return to the city. Firm and efficient control on the machinery
of law and order had been re-established. People started returning to the town; the Valdiya
family also went back and bought back their house. KS’s grandfather was a socially adept
man, and this helped him to resume his business. This time, he opened a milk bar within the
porch of his general store, and the milk was collected from his own herd of cows. Hot milk
‘miraku’ became very popular among the Japanese soldiers and was served free of cost to them
whenever they passed by the road. The young boy KS used to keenly observe his grandfather’s
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kind behaviour and sincerity, and thus, these qualities were firmly etched in his tender mind.
People were happy again as social harmony and security were restored. In the beginning, the
Japanese also opened their school for a couple of months to teach the Japanese language and
the young boy KS also acquired a smattering of that sweet language.
On an eventful day while still in school, young KS fell unconscious and was diagnosed with
malaria, which unfortunately affected his hearing at a very young age. Despite his hearing
handicap, KS was very keen to watch cinema, known then as a ‘bioscope’. One day, he learnt
that his uncle was going to Taunggyi city, which was about 70 km away from Kalawa, to watch
a film Khajanchi (The cashier), he was very excited and happy to get this chance. During the
bus journey to Taunggyi town, the enthusiastic boy keenly observed nature and the beautiful
landscape dotted with hills and rivers. This was his first exposure to cinema, and he was overwhelmed. During their return journey, they took a train, and it was an astonishing experience
for young KS to traverse several flooded rivers and inundated lands and fields. After reaching
home, for many days, he sat in a corner of the house, thinking about the different landscapes
and rocks he had seen during his journey. He was a bit puzzled but happy about the natural
diversity he had seen and started looking upon nature as a healing influence. But after a few
days, like any other boy, his attention drifted to another pastime that he grew fond of—riding a
bicycle. He could not afford to buy one, but one afternoon, while returning home after playing,
he found a burned and wrecked bicycle and brought it home. He managed to partially repair its
metal skeleton but could not do much about the burnt tyres, so he painted it blue and admired
it.
Soon, KS experienced the trauma of war. In 1944, night after night, the sky over Kalaw was
filled with the hovering of aircraft—fighters and bombers of the British-American army. My
eyes always moisten, visualizing the fear and panic of an innocent boy experiencing the haunting noise of roaring planes over his head. Many families along with the Valdiya family were
forced again to spend nights and some days in the safety of air-raid shelters. Many days passed,
the bombardment continued, and gradually people got used to the bombing and gunfire. A few
days later, dishevelled and hungry Japanese soldiers surrounded their shelters. To escape from
the soldiers, they all ran out to the town, which was now a mass of rubble and ashes. They
found shelter in a solitary building that was left intact—the Arya Samaj Bhawan.
As KS remembered, an unexpected incident occurred on the arrival of the British army at
Kalaw town, which traumatized him. The soldiers sometimes flung loaves of bread, tins of jam
or butter, and cans of milk towards the civilians. One day, a can of Milkmaid fell at his feet,
and KS brought it home. The next morning, his grandmother used it to make milk tea. His
grandfather asked her where she got the milk from. “Khadg got the can of milk”, she replied.
KS was questioned, and when he learnt where KS got it from, his grandfather flew into a rage.

RESONANCE | March 2021

303

ARTICLE-IN-A-BOX

He scolded him saying—“You shameless boy! You begged the enemy for milk?” KS tried to
explain, but his grandfather did not listen to him. The boy’s heart was filled with guilt and
sorrow. He cried his heart out and promised himself that he would never ever seek any favours
from anyone!
After spending a few days in the Arya Samaj Bhawan, the Valdiya family returned to their
house, and his grandfather started a new business for the third time to earn a livelihood and meet
additional expenses. This time they set up a tea-stall on the road, traversed extensively by the
Indian soldiers of the British army. KS’s uncle would prepare the tea and pakoras (vegetables
coated in seasoned batter and deep-fried), and his father would serve the guests. Young KS
and his brother were given the responsibility of washing the plates and glasses. Over time,
the Valdiya family earned enough to resume their old business. Luck smiled on them once
again, and both KS and his brother were admitted to a convent school to study English with the
Burmese. Within a year, Burma was again in the throes of agitations and disruption. It was a
cold evening in early February 1947. The family members and friends were sitting around the
coal fire. His grandfather said, “I have decided to return to our hometown in India”. Everyone
was aghast! His father asked, “What has happened that makes you suddenly want to return
home and at this time when our business is flourishing, and there is joy and prosperity in the
family while our children’s education is on the right track?” After a prolonged silence, KS’s
grandfather replied, “I must go soon, and both my grandsons will come along with me”. He
continued, “Affluence comes and goes, it does not stay forever. The one thing that stays is
knowledge. I was unable to get an education, therefore, could not earn knowledge. I was not
able to get my son educated, so he too, was deprived of knowledge. I want my grandsons
to acquire knowledge, they will become somebody and for that, they need to have a good
education. I do not see good education in this strife-torn place. Therefore, I must take them to
our homeland”. After Burma, a new journey in his life was about to begin!
On 20th March 1947, the family took a train to Rangoon, and from there, a flight to Kolkata
followed by a train trip to Kathgodam, Uttarakhand. Their final destination was Pithoragarh
that was still very far, so they took a bus to Almora. From Almora commenced a 60-mile walk
to Pithoragarh. They all walked for the next three days alongside rivers, crossing deep gorges
and watching the snow-clad mountain peaks of the Himalaya. It was altogether a thrilling
experience for the young boys. Finally, they reached Chandak; the entrance to the picturesque
Pithoragarh valley, also known as the “Soar Valley”. It was spring season, and the very first
view of the beautiful Soar Valley enthralled KS. It was an entirely different world for both the
brothers. They found that their language, their culture, their clothes, and their behaviour were
so different from the people living there. Moreover, their inability to speak the local language
Kumauni made them shy, reserved, and sad. Both made an effort to mould themselves into a
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different culture. Soon, both brothers were admitted to the local Mission School.
KS started his primary school education with his steadily declining hearing capacity. In 1948,
he was taken to Lucknow for his check-up, but during the treatment, he felt his ear throb and
the pain was excruciating. Unfortunately, he returned home with a profound hearing loss in his
right ear. He passed his lower secondary examination with a first-class and got admitted to Dev
Singh High School. During these years, he had the benefit of excellent teachers in Hindi and
English, who encouraged him to improve his language and grammar skills. He remembered,
in particular, Shri. Easwari Dutt Pant, Shri. Pitamber Pandey and Shri. Madhavanand Upreti,
who had enriched his thoughts and abilities. He found them simply outstanding. Shri. Upreti
always encouraged him to give a speech to the students in a structured manner, in order to
inform, entertain and persuade them about the importance of a topic. Over time, KS gained
great command over the language. He passed high school in 1950 and wanted to study biology
to become a medical doctor. But his grandfather briefed him about how difficult it would be
to become a medical doctor with his impaired hearing and asked him to become a scientist in
some other subject. In 1951, he took admission in the newly opened Government Inter College
Pithoragarh, where he met a scholarly teacher, Shri. Shiva Ballabh Bahugunaji, who had a
vast knowledge of various subjects. He opened KS’s mind to the realisation that the essence of
life is not just to survive but to also integrate knowledge, music, and beauty in one’s life. He
expressed his creative urges by writing poems and speeches and by acting in plays.
After completing his 12th grade, his teacher Shri Bahugunaji advised him to pursue a B.Sc.
course in geology. KS had never heard about the subject and asked him, “What is Geology?”
KS was advised to read the book Elementary Geology written by W Scott. After reading it,
KS realized that geology truly fascinated him. An introduction to the concept of the geological
time-scale gave him a new appreciation of how precious the time-series is on this planet. He
decided to study geology from Lucknow University to become a geologist so that he could
always stay close to Nature. Soon, KS was off to Lucknow in 1953 for his B.Sc. course in
physics, mathematics and geology. His level of mathematical competence was low; however,
physics and geology helped him score a high rank in his Bachelor’s, and he took up geology
for his Master’s. He received his Master’s Degree in 1957. His brother Gulab completed his
Bachelor’s in Law (LLB). On the arrival of both brothers with their degrees, their grandfather was deliriously happy. There was no limit to his satisfaction; his dream to educate his
grandsons was fulfilled. Eventually, all five brothers and four sisters obtained higher degrees in
their respective fields. The third brother Prem Singh completed his MBBS, joined the Armed
Forces Medical Services as a medical doctor, and rose to become a Major General in the Indian Army. The fourth brother, Shamsher Singh became an electronics engineer and joined the
Indian Space Research Organization (ISRO), and the youngest brother Jitendra, remained in
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Pithoragarh to look after their old parents and take care of the socio-cultural responsibilities.
After spending a few days with his family, KS returned to Lucknow to start another journey of
his life. On 10th October 1957, KS joined Lucknow University as a lecturer in geology, and
soon had to teach M.Sc first-year students. In that class, there were 5–6 such students who
were his old classmates who could not pass the exams and remained in the same class. KS
was now much nervous and mumbled anxiously; he could barely look at any of the faces. He
then turned to the speaking skills that he had cultivated during his school and college time.
Over the years, he realized that he truly enjoyed teaching B.Sc students, interspersing learning
with simple examples, short stories, and witty statements. Many students from diverse subjects
also started attending his lectures. And despite being hard of hearing, he became quite popular
among the students and always remained a good friend to them.
During the summer vacations, KS would visit his hometown; where his grandfather was delighted and proud to see him back as a lecturer of geology. His grandfather once invited some
of his friends to meet KS, and they had a long discussion over lunch and high tea. One of his
friends became very excited and asked KS if he would help them. “Oh yes, sure”, KS replied.
The friend asked, “Would you please visit our village Meharkhola?” “Any day you suggest, I
will visit your village, KS replied”. The very next day, they all walked towards the village. It
was day time, the warm air started blowing up, and the mountains of Himalaya seen from afar
in the brilliant light looked as if they wouldn’t be able to hold up against the wind and would
be ripped to shreds like a veil. They reached the village, and KS was shown a natural spring,
“See this spring, what has happened to it? Why has the water table gone down? It appears
that by the month of June, this will become completely dry! Please tell us some solution—you
are a geologist!” KS was clueless; he became speechless and started feeling strange and sorry.
However, it also made him realize and question, “What is the use of my degree if I cannot bring
the water table back to normal?”
He understood that his knowledge was still incomplete as a true geologist. This incident led to
a new chapter in his research career, and he decided to work for environmental protection and
development. With time, he became the first foot-soldier Indian geologist, who endeavoured
to apply the principles, and practices of geology for the improvement and preservation of the
environment. According to him, a good geologist needs to stand on the platform of certain
commitments, with an agenda of activities that relate primarily to finding resources, achieving
environmental security, and actively participating in all development programmes. One of his
major concerns was to protect society from the risks of natural hazards, applying carefully
selected technologies to reduce the damage to the environment and communities. He realised
that Nature is the greatest teacher whose wisdom we can learn. Without it, human life is vain
and incomplete. In his words:
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“A true geologist is an earth-caring and community-serving scientist – one who helps to understand, preserve, ameliorate and restore the natural environment, and helps to nurse natural
assets stored in rock and sediments.”
He completed two years of his service, and one day he received the terrible news—he had lost
his beloved brother, Gulab Singh, in a road accident. His mind went into a fog, and his heart
felt the profound sadness of loss. After so many years, all of a sudden, he was re-visiting the
enchanted grotto of childhood in his mind. It was tragic for the entire family. It has been said
that “time heals all wounds”. But this was perhaps not true in this case for KS; his mind just
covered the wound to reduce the pain of losing his younger brother.
With this pain, he started all over again. Despite his preoccupation with teaching, he started
the research work for his PhD. He was highly dedicated to his work following his grandfather’s
words “Don’t walk, rather run”. And all through his life, he ran like a runner and gained
success and recognition for his work. He constantly motivated his students to move forward,
by quoting Martin Luther King Jr.: “If you can’t fly, then run. If you can’t run, then walk.
If you can’t walk, then crawl. But, whatever you do, move forward.” Due to his impaired
hearing, he would sit quietly during meetings and gatherings, and would often spend much
time alone in some corner of the house. Finding him gloomy, once his grandfather told him
“Son, you have already decided what you have to do, you don’t really need anyone’s help,
walk alone and don’t be a part of the crowd. Make your own life path and walk alone on it.
You will have an independent deliberation, your own speed, your own style and manners. If
you follow the crowd, you will be dependent on them and may adopt their style. Following
others, you may gain success but you will never be liberated. Liberation comes from a life
lived with self-possession, an alert mind, while deliverance comes from knowledge. You are
gaining knowledge, so why are you worried”. He essentially explained to him the feeling of
Robert Lee Frost, the famous American poet who wrote, “Two roads diverged in a wood, and I
took the one less travelled by, And that has made all the difference.”
In 1958, he started his research journey from the plains of river Ganga, moving to the higher
peaks of the mighty Himalaya. He had no choice but to travel on foot, to unravel the history
of Himalayan rocks, their nature and formation. He always looked for such opportunities as a
foot-soldier field geologist, as it also offered him the opportunity to closely observe both nature,
and people in the state of Uttarakhand. He often recalled his memories of 1960 while walking
down from Thal village to Choukori in Eastern Himalaya, during fieldwork. He recounted a
heavenly experience. It was summer, the month of July. After a long rainy night, he started
his fieldwork early in the morning before sunrise from Thal. After walking a few miles in the
bright sun, he started feeling feverish. By evening, he was tired, and his body was ravaged
by high fever exhaustion. He stopped at a house by the road-side and asked, “Will I get a
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place here to spend the night? “No, there is no place here to stay”, someone replied! “Please
allow me to stay on the porch, I will leave early morning,” KS said. Finally, he got the place
to sleep in an open backyard on the second floor. At midnight, he felt that someone was
calling his name, and he suddenly woke up. The sky was looking bright in the moonlight, a
light gust of wind was blowing over. He looked up and kept on gazing at the beauty of the
rhododendron and pine trees, and through them, all the way up to the snow-capped, silver
peaks of the mighty Himalaya. In the moonlight, those majestic peaks appeared so brittle and
delicate; their mysterious splendour emerged as if they were melding with the twinkling stars.
It was a divine experience for him, which he retained forever.
In 1963, he obtained a PhD from Lucknow University. Since no research work had been conducted in the Eastern Kumaun Himalaya before him, his original ideas were much appreciated
and recognised by the geologist community. His research conclusions became the absolute
original benchmarks in the study of the structural geology of the Kumaun Himalayas. He sent
some of his research articles and reprints to Prof. D N Wadia, one of the top geologists not only
in India but also worldwide. As soon as Prof. Wadia received the reprints, he replied to KS
and congratulated him on his path-breaking research. Prof. Wadia also asked him to join the
upcoming International Geological Congress (IGC) in 1964 and make 2–3 presentations on his
research papers. KS was overwhelmed with the letter he received from Prof. Wadia. He was
thrilled to present his research work at the IGC. He submitted three abstracts to the Congress
that focused on the tectonic design, evolution, and sedimentary history of the Himalaya.
In January 1964, the time had arrived to present his work. This was his first exposure to any
scientific meeting, and that too an international conference. The conference hall was packed
with geologists from different countries. Before him, two researchers presented their work,
and he was observing them closely. His name was announced, and he was given 30 minutes to
complete his talk, including the discussion. The focus of one of his research papers was on the
fossiliferous formations of the Lesser Himalaya and their correlation. Words flowed effortlessly
from his mouth like a composition and resonated in the hearts of everyone sitting in the hall.
His powerful talk enthralled the national and international geological community. Prof. Wadia
was deeply impressed by his work, particularly on the origin of magnesite deposits of southern
Pithoragarh and the origin of phosphorite in the late Precambrian Gangolihat dolomite. The
event left an indelible impression in KS’s mind; this became the turning point of his life, and
he never looked back after it.
He returned to Lucknow with the essence of the magnificent works of D N Wadia, M S Krishnan and E H Pascoe, the contributions of pioneers and giants of the pre-Independence time.
He chose to build upon the works of mainly those who explored Indian land after 1947. In his
work, he always strived to appreciate and bring out the works of those silent geologists whose
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contributions remain ‘unnoticed and unsung’. KS soon received an annual research grant from
the University Grant Commission and also from the Council of Scientific and Technological
Research. He was highly encouraged and conducted several field visits in the wilderness of the
Himalaya, accompanied often by his students. With an urge to obtain professional specialised
training from abroad, he started applying to institutions in different countries. After some time,
his dream was fulfilled, and he received the American Fulbright Fellowship. In August, he
boarded a plane to London along with other selected candidates. After staying for three days
in London, they sailed from Southampton Port to New York, and from New York, took a bus to
Easton. Spending a few weeks with three different families in Easton, he got a glimpse of their
culture, religion, and the American way of life. In October 1965, he reached Johns Hopkins
University, Baltimore, for his studies. The department was headed by Prof. Francis John Pettijohn, an eminent sedimentologist, while Prof. Ernest Cloŝe was assigned as KS’s academic
advisor. Johns Hopkins, KS got to attend lectures in different branches of geology, and he used
to join Prof. Ernest for fieldwork every Saturday. He worked in the eastern counterpart of the
Rocky Mountains, the Appalachian Mountains, a great highland system of North America. He
travelled extensively with Prof. Ernest to the Blue Ridge Mountains and Shenandoah Valley—
the combination of a heritage of natural beauty and distinctive regional culture. He also learnt
a lot about the different geological systems.
On a grey day, in March 1966, he received a telegram from India that he had lost his grandfather.
He felt that the world has ended for him; he had lost his god, his ideal, his guide and the source
of his strength and ability. It was the second time he had lost someone very close to his heart.
He could not attend the last rites of his grandfather, whom he had held in high esteem all his
life. In June 1966, his term came to an end at JHU, and he landed in Delhi in the last week of
June.
Having spent years in Lucknow, the culture of the city influenced his personality—an amalgamation of sophistication, warmth, local etiquette, courtesy, and language. On 10th May 1967,
he got married to Indira. Being the daughter of an army officer Major Kishan Singh Khandka,
she has always been dignified and self-disciplined. She was born in Belgaum, a small town in
Karnataka, and brought-up in Almora and later in Nainital, Uttarakhand, where she had graduated in arts. With her kindness, caring nature, and soft-spoken demeanour, she easily wins
people’s hearts. The entire house and KS’s life always resonated with her infectious laugh and
her hospitality. Despite their different perspectives towards life, they always remained the most
admired and ideal couple. I have strong memories of their ever-welcoming and affectionate
nature. Each morning, KS use to prepare tea and look forward to enjoying every sip of it with
her. She is an amazing personality, very cheerful, and remained his strength all through his life.
Her devotion and constant support equally contributed to his success.
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The year 1968 turned out to be especially happy for them, as nothing brings more joy to a
family than the birth of a child. On 29th May, their son Sameer was born. The entire family
was excited to welcome the newest member. His little smile, the tears shed, and his laughter
captured their hearts, and these became the most beautiful and unforgettable memories. Indira
was still in the nursing home when KS received an interview letter for a Reader’s position from
the University of Rajasthan. At the end of July 1969, he joined the Geology Department of the
University of Rajasthan, located at Udaipur. He stayed there for a very short time, along with
Indira and Sameer.
In February 1970, he joined the Wadia Institute of Himalayan Geology as one of its first senior
scientists. At that time, the institute was part of the newly built Geology Department at Delhi
University. In 1973, he was selected as the Deputy Director of the Institute. He continued his
research work and wrote a monograph, along with the detailed geological map of the Kumaun
Lesser Himalaya. In 1975, the Government of India declared a national emergency, and several
institutions were asked to move out of Delhi. In March 1976, the Wadia Institute of Himalayan
Geology was shifted to Dehradun. With time, KS made hundreds of field trips crisscrossing
the countryside from north to south, and from east to west. He would travel on foot, and this
provided him opportunities to live with the people, sharing their perceptions, pleasures and
pains, and exchanging ideas on relevant issues under the soothing sun of the mountains. After
many years of extensive field works, he turned into a fine observer. As described by him, during
the early days of his research as a geologist, he found unbridled pleasure amid nature: like a
deer, he’d leap over mountain crevices and trudge by the side of roaring rivers with deep gorges
and along the lonely murmuring rivulets. Even after all this accomplishment, his mind was not
at peace. He had been dreaming about restarting his academic activities, teaching and being
surrounded by students again.
In 1976, to KS’s delight, the Vice-Chancellor of Kumaun University, Prof. Devi Datt Pant, proposed that he set-up a new Geology Department. In July 1976, Professor K S Valdiya started
the third stage of life as the founding Professor of the Department of Geology at Kumaun University, Nainital. The department started as a one-man undergraduate department in the degree
college campus. A newly appointed lecturer, Dr R N Pandey, became his first companion. By
then, KS realized that undergraduate education in geology needed upgrading and the department had to be expanded for post-graduate courses as well. He wrote a request to the chief
minister of the state (Uttar Pradesh), Shri. N D Tiwari. The grant was approved soon, and an
independent site on an isolated hill overlooking the Naini Lake, the Durham, was allocated for
constructing the new building. The Hill Development Department contributed generously to
the construction and furnishing of the building for the Geology Department. Over the years, the
new Geology Department has become very active in nearly all the fields of geology. Interdis-
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ciplinary subjects of emerging areas have been incorporated into the post-graduate curriculum.
Students are given extensive fieldwork and practical training in different fields of earth science to meet the upcoming challenges. Distinguished scientists from India and abroad started
visiting the department regularly for special lectures and training. The vibrant academic environment of the department contributed much joy to KS and brought Kumaun University much
recognition and accolades.
In 1978, Prof. K S Valdiya received his first national recognition, when he was awarded the
country’s prestigious Shanti Swarup Bhatnagar Award of the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) for his outstanding research. A few months later, he was elected as a
Fellow of the Indian Academy of Sciences, Bangalore. During one of the Academy’s meetings, he met Prof. C N R Rao, an internationally acclaimed scientist recognized globally for
his pioneering work in solid-state and structural chemistry. Prof. Rao is the recipient of the
highest civilian honour in India- the Bharat Ratna, and of many other national and international
awards and honours. Very quickly, they developed great mutual respect, which later influenced
another crucial change in KS’s life.
In 1980, KS received the D N Wadia Medal, and for a short period, he joined WIHG and
published his long awaiting monograph on the Kumaun Lesser Himalaya. He came back to
Nainital in 1980 and became the vice-chancellor of the Kumaun University in May 1981. He
continued his research work and wrote a few books, including the Aspect of Tectonics: Focus
on Southcentral Asia (1984) and Environmental Geology: Indian Context (1987). In 1987, he
was elected as a Fellow of the National Academy of Sciences, India. In 1993, he received the
National Mineral Award from the Government of India. After completing almost forty years
in teaching, in 1995, another significant opportunity came his way. He was invited by Prof.
C N R Rao to join the Jawaharlal Nehru Centre for Advanced Scientific Research (JNCASR),
Bengaluru, as a Professor. Although he still had three more years to retire from the University,
he took up this new opportunity. He was excited to start yet another new journey in his life.
Fortunately, his son Sameer also took up a job in India’s Silicon Valley, and the family shifted
to Bengaluru.
On the 17th of April 1995, KS joined JNCASR as a Professor. In the same year, he was elected
as a Fellow to The Third World Academy of Sciences. After coming to JNCASR, besides
pursuing his enduring interest in the geodynamics of the Himalaya, he added new objectives
to his research—the identification of dynamic belts where sudden geological phenomena often
destabilize the natural configuration of life and threaten the balance of ecosystems. He also
started working on the regions vulnerable to landslides and earthquakes, particularly in the
Biligirirangan range in southeastern Karnataka and the Sahyadri range in western Karnataka
and central Kerala. These field-based studies carried out in the last decade explained the ge-
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omorphological rejuvenation of landforms, changes in the course of rivers, their anomalous
knee bends and their blockages that manifested in the formation of lakes and the subsequent
development of flat ground of black-clay deposits, in the modification of landforms due to the
acceleration of gully erosion, and development of mountain/hill barriers along active faults in
southeastern Karnataka and adjoining Tamil Nadu, the southern Sahyadri and its foothill-belt
in central Kerala.
In 1997, he received the National Mineral Award of Excellence given by the Government of
India and was elected as a Fellow of the Indian Geophysical Union. In 2001, he was elected as
an Honorary Fellow of the Geological Society of America (GSA) and the Geological Society of
Nepal. Over the years, he continued to gain much recognition for his work and his contributions
to multiple fields. In 2007, he was awarded the prestigious Padma Shri for his contribution to
the field of Geological Science. In 2015, he was honoured with the third-highest civilian award
of India, Padma Bhushan. His passion, dedication and hard work put him in the league of top
geologists, and he was recognized nationally and internationally.
Prof. Valdiya was very happy to join JNCASR and always referred to it as the ‘Ashram’
(hermitage). He devoted himself to writing books and popular articles, and to social service
related to the science outreach programme (SOP). He took a lead role in organizing SOP in
Uttarakhand with the help of a group of teachers, expert scientists, and scholars from JNCASR, Bengaluru, and many other well-recognised academic institutions. The SOP, till today,
is organized under the banner and management of Himalayan Gram Vikas Samiti (HGVS),
Gangolihat, Pithoragarh (Uttarakhand). The SOP was organized to communicate cutting-edge
developments in science to students and teachers in remote areas through talks, seminars, and
interactive sessions. I have been very fortunate to have known Prof. Valdiya for over two
decades and to be closely associated with him. During the science outreach programs, I witnessed his remarkable personality, which inspired not only the students but also their teachers,
principals, and others including his own colleagues and co-workers.
His writings (over 120 research papers and 21 books) were not limited to the English language,
but he was also a very prolific writer in Hindi and wrote several popular articles on Earth and
general science and a book Ek Thhi Nadi Saraswati (2010). His profusely illustrated books
have become textbooks across India. Some of his significant textbooks include Himalaya:
Emergence and Evolution (2001), Kumaun: Land and People (2001), Saraswati: The River
That Disappeared (2002), Coping with Natural Hazards (2004), Geology Environmental and
Society (2005), and Environmental Geology: Ecology, Resources, and Hazard Management
(2013). Purānic literature also fascinated him, and he used narratives from these ancient texts
and wove them in his writings to bring out the perspective of the geography of the lands in-
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Prof. Valdiya giving a talk at the Science Outreach Programme at
Government Girls Inter College, Paye, Garur, Uttarakhand (2014) (Photo Credit: Mr. R
S Bisht).

habited by the people during the Purān. This was published in 2012 as the book Geography,
Peoples and Geodynamics of India in Puranas and Epics: A Geologist’s Interpretations. In
another book, he portrayed the personality of Shiva, his contemporaries and associates, and
depicted the stirring events representing the history of the Purān time (in Portrait of Shiva in
Purāns and Epics: A Scientist’s Perception (In press)). In recent years, he continued his great
interest in the river Saraswati and wrote a book entitled Prehistoric River Saraswati, Western India, in 2017. He spent much time writing the comprehensive book Making of India:
Geodynamic Evolution. The first edition of this book was published in 2010 and an updated
second edition in 2016. Most of his books are single-authored except Neotectonism in Indian
Subcontinent: Landscape Evolution, which was published in 2017, jointly with me.
I am one of the most privileged geologists, who had many opportunities to learn about geodynamic processes during fieldwork with Prof. Valdiya in the Himalaya. I first met him in
1998, when I was a Master’s student on fieldwork around Nainital hills, and subsequently had
22 years of association with him. I particularly recall the fieldwork experience along the Kali
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Photo taken during a field work around Garbyan village, Higher Himalaya.

River, on the way to Garbyang-Gunji (Kailash Mansarovar route), and in Millam Glacier. He
was a great narrator of ghost stories! Every evening after fieldwork, he used to tell us ghost
stories! One day we were working around Garbyang village in Pithoragarh district. After a
long trek and fieldwork, we checked in to a small temporary hut just above a deep gorge of
the Kali River and very close to a cremation ground. Towards the end of the day, we walked
along the river and discussed the work we did that afternoon. At the end of our discussion, he
told us a story in which he mentioned his personal encounter with a very gentle ghost. Later in
the evening, when we all gathered for dinner, being the youngest in the group, I went in to call
him. He was quietly sitting in one corner, staring at me blankly, unblinking. I was dead scared
to see him. After a few seconds, he laughed aloud and said, “Kaho Jaishri Kaisa laga mera
mazak?” And I said, “Oh really! Was it a joke?” He often motivated me. Once he asked me,
“Have you ever seen a bird that is self-conscious? Worried about what others might think about
its singing? NO! Birds sing because each has a song, and they express themselves, regardless

314

RESONANCE | March 2021

ARTICLE-IN-A-BOX

of whether or not someone is listening to them. They are not trying to impress anyone or seek
approval from anyone, and that is why birds sound so beautiful. You must work the way a bird
sings, and not worry about what others think”. This is how he was—like a bird in the unlimited
sky. This is how he was to me, a fatherly figure, a jovial person, a good friend, a great teacher,
and above all, a great mentor who was always cheerfully prepared to guide me in every step of
life.
He cherished talking to the villagers sipping tea in wayside tea-stalls during his fieldwork; it
was not only enjoyable and relaxing but also very informative. These interactions were both
heart-warming and heart-wrenching. They would all share and discuss their personal trials
and tribulations and the tough life they led in the harsh terrain. Many such interactions with
people in the remote villages made him aware of the myriads of problems they face every day.
Prof. Valdiya became an expert at understanding, not just geological movements but also the
human mind. That is how an ordinary person, who to begin with, was fascinated with the lofty
mountains and the rocks also became an extraordinary personality—a people’s man. Being
very sensitive about the cause of common people, he dedicated himself to the upliftment of the
underprivileged, by focusing on their fundamental needs and independence through education.
From being an earth scientist, he also became a social scientist. He led a very disciplined life,
influenced greatly by the uncertainty that prevailed during his childhood, the family’s economic
ups-and-downs, and his own hearing impairment. However, these were mere distractions to
him and could not dominate his determined, firm and resolute personality. He remained active
and was enthusiastically dedicated to writing almost till his last breath. Towards the end, he
modestly combined his views on the development paradigm and the outline of working plans
and proposed a template for developing the Central Himālayan states, particularly Uttarakhand
(In press), that he believed would work to raise socio-economic indices and improve the lives
of people.
In April 2020, he was diagnosed with mesothelioma, a cancer of the outer pleural layer of the
lung and after battling his illness for about five months, he submitted himself to nature on 29th
September 2020. He remained fearless and courageously fought his illness, like a true soldier
till his last breath. Prof. Valdiya is survived by his wife Mrs Indira Valdiya, his son Sameer,
daughter-in-law Panchmi, and grandson Aryaman; a family to which he was utterly devoted.
He was an extraordinary scientist who remained active until his last breath, inspired by his most
favourite quote by Helen Hayes: “YOU REST, YOU RUST”.
Prof. K S Valdiya was conferred with the Lifetime Excellence Award in 2018, and this was the
last award of his life for his lifetime achievements in geology.
To me, there can barely be a true tale more courageous and honourable. Working with Prof.

RESONANCE | March 2021

315

ARTICLE-IN-A-BOX

Valdiya for a long time, I recall some suitable lines written by Ernest Agyemang Yeboah:
“Even at 80, I shall say that I am yet to start, for that shall give me the real reason never ever to
look back and see what I have done but to look ahead and see the marvellous things I shall be
able to do and the distinctive footprints I shall be able to live and leave with the very seconds
that shall be ahead of me! Life must never be over until all is over!”
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