RESEARGHES IN GEOGRAPHY

The Landscape of Dasht-e-Kawir is ope 2f the most

wonderful views on earth.

Drx. Mahdavi,M., Associate Prof., Dept. of Geography, University of Tehran.
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Abstract
The Dasht - e - Kawir (great kawir) in the center of Iran, is
a colicction of basins, which in general is divided into two
main Hydrographical basins, Between them there are
stretches an extensive area, which covering a lot of anticlines
and scveral smaller basins. Physical teatures in the arid
central basins ot Iran are exteremely diverse and many have
individual persian names.
One oi the Eruopean researchers, says, "kawir denotes an
expanse of shme or mud viscous rather than free flowing
with {requent salt etflorescence, or continuous thick layers at
the surface." There are several theories as to formation of
the Dasht-e-Kawir.
Dasht-e-Kawir is bordered by the marginal villages and
towns, which there are many similarities in these area. The
Sar-Kawir area in the north and Biabanak area in the south
of the Dasht-e-Kawir, have been important in the past,

because there are on the caravan routes loading north and

south.

Naser Khosrw, the famous Iranian traveller said in his book,
‘this important route starts from Yazd and passes Khrang,
Matazaq, Jarmaq and Jandaq, (in the south) and after

passing the Great Kawir it reaches Sar-Kawir (Hosainan) in
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the north and from there the Semnan route goes on towards
Russia."

The Biabank area is connected by two desert routes to
Sar-Kawir in the north.

The land scape of the real desert can be seen in this ways,
and 1t 1s one of the most wondertul views on earth. The sky
1s magmiicient at night, dark and covered with bright stars.
In the warm sunny days between 10 a.m. - 4 p.m., usually
nothing can be seen beyond 2(0) meteres distance because of
radiation reflection ftrom the salty land, within the
Dasht-e-Kawir there are no work resources and it is aimost
impossibie to find any form of vegetation or animal life.
Silence often dominates the desert. The kawir spreads itself
out, more and more dominating.

The landscape with its brown, dark, yellow and with strip sand flats. In fact
the Dasht-e-Kawir is like a sea, Jandaq is a halting place on the souther side. For a
traveller on the way to the desert and Hosiainan in the northen. They are like
coast towns on a landloocked sea.

The interier of the Iranian highlands encloses a central area of irregular
shape consisting of very large number of basins which Dasht-e-Kawir or Kawir -e-
Bozorg (great kawir) is a collection of these basins (Fig. 1). Bobek (1959) has
described this in his research in the Dasth-e-Kawir.

"The great kawir is divided into two main hydrogaphy basins, a western one
and an eastern one. Between them there stretches an extensive area mainly

composed ot erosional surtaces covering a lot of anticlines, and including several
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smaller basins partly independent partly attached to the eastern basin by various
water courses."

The large eastern basin 1s divided into the north eastern or Kal-i-Shur Basin
and Kal-1-Dastgan Basin. The western basin, which is named Masileh is the lowest
of all since its level does not appear to reach much more than 700 m.

Physical features in the and central basins of Iran are extremely diverse and
many have individual Persian names.

One of these "Dasht” is described by Deh Khoda(2) as "an extensive level
area’. It is not, in fact, a firm and dry desert, although some Eruopean researchers

have understood this to be so. Kawir is a large or small basin which is usually

swampy or composed of lakes, the run off being dissipated by infiltration into the
ground and evaporation from the lakes or swampy areas. If it is salty, the kawir 1s
generally called Kawir-e-Namak, or Kawir-e-Shur, and the clay salty or mud
viscous Kawir is generally named Dagh Fisher (1968)(3) says "Kawir denotes an
expanse of slime or mud viscous rather than free - flowing with trequent salt
efflorescence or continuous thick layers at the surface.”

There are several theories as to the formation of the Dasht-e-Kawir. One of
these, expressed by Bobek (1959)(5) and supported by others, suggests that the
Dasht-e-Kawir as well as other smaller kawirs, should be considered as the last

remains of former lakes.

The Dasht-e-Kawir occurs between 32:50° N, 36270° N latitude and 50:59°E
longitud. The extent of the Dasht-e-Kawir i1s about 29700 km?2(6) and is bordered
by the marginal villages and towns. Eleven cities and towns are located at the edge
of Dasht-e-Kawir-Qom, Varamin, Garmsar, Semnan, Damgan, Sabzevar,

Kashmar, Ferdos, Tabas, Aran, and Kashan. Most of the villages in each part of
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the kawir are located close together forming a group that is called Manzoomeh(7)

(system), in which the major village is usually the administrative centre. The

Abuzald-Abad area and its adjoining village is good example of a Manzomeh.
During my tield observations, 1 had the opportunity to observe most of the areas
and villages in the margin of the Dasht-e-Kawir. Two Manzomeh which attracted
me 1n the margine of the Dasht-e-Kawir are as follows:

1. The Sar-Kawir area in the north of the Dasht-e-Kawir.

2. The Biabanak area in the south. (Fig. 2). The many similarities in these
areas, €.g. climate, soil conditions, water supply system agricultural activities,
ownership, carpet weaving, population distribution etc. The outline of the two
areas 1S discussed very brietly in the following pages.

Biabanak

Biabanak is the name of a area. According to the country administration,
Biabanak 1s a part of Isfahan Ostan (country) whose centre is Khur.

In Biabanak there are 23 villages and 132 Mazreahs (hamlets).

In the old documents of the region, the name of the area is written as Jandaq

va Qoraeh Sabeh (Jandaq and the location of seven villages).

These major villages are - Baiazeh, Mehrijan, Garmeh, Ordib, Iraj, Farokhi

and Khur.

There 1s a depression in the south of Biabanak named Gude-e-Jigark, about
20 km long and 12 km wide. This is surrounded by low mountains, the brownish
colour of which probably gain the depression its name, as the local word for liver is
Jigark.

There are 11 deserted villages in this depression, in which only 38 households

were living. The deepest part of the depression becomes a lake in the rainy season,
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a marsh 1n the beginning ot spring and a salty tlat plain in the summer. An aerial
photograph or a map of the area shows plenty of villages but 1t should be noted
that most of them are uninhabited, or have only a few residents. For example 41
Mazreahs of Jandaq has a population of only 100.
This area was important in the past because it was on the caravan routes
leading north-south. Hedin described these in his book (1910)(8).
"North-going caravans are usually laden with silk, cotton,

and wool, henna and other dye-stutts, Indian tea, cinnamon,
pepper and other spices, etc. These travelling in the

opposite direction carry sugar, naphtha, oil, Russian-cloth,

iron and various groceries to Yazd.

Naser Khosrw (1350-1971)(9) the famous Iranian traveller said in his book.
"This important route starts from Yazd and Passes Khranagq,
Matazaq, Jarmaq and Jaudaq, and after passing the Great
Kawir it reaches Hosainan, and from there the Semnan
route goes on towards Russia."
The extent ot Biabanak, according to a calculation which was carried out by
the author was 8,000 km?. The density of population of the area was about one

person per —%— km?. It is clear that the severe environmental conditions do not allow

for population growth 1n the region.
Across the Dasth-e-Kawir

The Biabanak area is connected by two desert routes to Sar Kawir in the
north. The first one 1s named the New Route and it has been used by caravans in
the past. This track 1s 148 km long and goes through the centre of the Kawir. This

track starts from the Aroosan (a small village at the south edge ot Dasht-e-Kawir),
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atter passing the salt lake (10 km wide) connected to Trud in the north. Hedin in
1909, Dr and Mrs. Gabral in 1933 used this route. Hosain Shaibani, now an old
man, led the Gabrial’s caravan through the desert, and has many recollection of
his travels with Dr. and Mrs. Gabrial. The second route is named the Old Route,
and 1s 124 km long. It starts from Jandaq m the south and after Passing through
the centre of the desert, joins Moaleman in the northern part of the
Dasht-e-Kawir. 1 was also fortunate enough to travel this way twice, in April and
November 1977 and June 1991.

This route used to be travelled by caravans in 72 hours, and before it has
been built can be covered by land rover in 14 to 18 hours without stopping. On this
route there are tour Huoz (water reservoirs), now destroyed. These Huozes were
named Manzel (rest-house). On most of the Iranian caravan route in the past
there was at every 6 Farsakh (36 km) a Manzel or Caravan Sara (the house of
caravan) for rest, and the number of these Manzel provided a good method of
measuring distance. The Manzels of this desert route from south to north are
Huoz-e-Dahaneh. Huoz-e-Char, Farsakh, Bar Andaz-e-Sar Namak and Houz-e-

Aqa. On this route the distance between the Manzels has been reduced from 6 to

4 Farsakhs because of difficult desert conditions.

To cover this route by car took approximately 16.00 hourse before it has
been built. The landscape of the real desert can be seen in this way and it is one of
the most wonderful views on earth. The desert sky is magnificant at night, dark
and covered with bright stars. In the warm sunny days, between 10 a.m. - 4 p.m.,,
usaually nothing can be seen beyond 20 metres distance because of radiation

retlection from the salty land.

Within the Dasht-e-Kawir there are no work resources and it is almost
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difficulty to find any form ot vegetation or animal life, apparently not even any
insect life. Silence often dominates the desert. The kawir spreads itselt out, more
and more dominating the landscape with its brown, dark yellow and white strips

and tlats.

Hosain Shabani, the leader of the Gabrial caravan said to us that if rain falls
for an hour, it is mipossible to conceive of anything more exhausting and
wearisome than walking through the mud. One sinks in up to the knee at every
step.

He said that the kawir 1s like a sea, and that it 1s a serious undertaking to

venture over it. Hadin (1910) says in his book.

"Jandaq 1s a halting place and point of departure on the southern side for a
traveller on the way to the desert and Hosainan in the northern. They are like
coast towns on a landlocked sea.”

Sar Kawir

This district 1s located 1n the north of Dasth-e-Kawir.

Hosainan is the tirst village in the western part of this area, and 1s connected
by the desert route to Jandaq on the southern side ot Dasth-e-Kawir. There are
villages and 30 Kalatehs (hamlets) in this area. The villages are located on the
edge of kawir, but most of the kalatehs are located on the slope ot the northern
mountains. The major villages of the area are spread out in a line trom west to

east.

Trud being the last village, According to the government administration, the
western villages are a part of Semnan and Trud is a part of Damghan. These

villages are from west to east-Hosainan, Moeleman, Siany, Mahdi-Abad, Bidestan,

Setveh and Trud.
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2 THE DROSHI-E-KAWIR AND ITS MARGIN
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