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Water has many avatars. It can be likened to the holy 

trinity of creator, preserver, and destroyer. Water is also 
timeless. Nature has been recycling it since the Earth took its 
fi rst breath. This book takes an in-depth look into the different 
aspects of water on Earth, as well as underneath and above 
it. It features some of the innovative technologies associated 
with water, and highlights what each of us can do to save this 
precious resource. The book also makes us ponder by asking 
some relevant questions. For instance, is it a good thing that 

India is among the top 10 bottled water consumers in the world? 
Or that according to UN estimates, India is on the list of 
48 countries that will face water scarcity by 2025? Slake 
your thirst of knowledge about this “liquid of life” by diving 

into these pages full of wonderful images, thought-provoking 
facts, and astonishing trivia. 
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A Note from Dr R K Pachauri

Water is Earth’s most precious and critical resource. Throughout 
history, it has played a crucial role in the origin, well-being, and 

progress of civilizations. A basic need at the individual level, water is 
equally essential for society and the economy to thrive. Whether it is 
ensuring security of food supply, freedom from ailment, or smooth 
operation of industrial activities, water is a necessity in each case. A life-
sustaining element, it is deeply embedded in the Indian ethos. After all, 
India derived its name from the great River Indus.

Even though about 70 per cent of the Earth’s surface is covered with 
water, acute shortage of this “liquid of life” is one of twenty-fi rst century’s 
jarring realities. With global climate change and rapid increase in world 
population, demand for water is swelling by the day. However, supplies 
of freshwater are fi nite—in fact, dropping as we speak—while threats like 
pollution, oil spills, and acid rain keep contaminating the limited water 
resources at our disposal. 

It is estimated that before 2025, India, a land once known for its rivers, 
will be included in the category of countries experiencing acute water 
scarcity. The reason is not only our burgeoning population, but also the 
manner in which we have taken this priceless resource for granted, and 
the ways in which we have overused and misused it. 
 As we proceed towards the last few years of the International Decade 
for Action, “Water for Life” (2005–15), there is a general consensus that 
the biggest obstacle ahead of us is how to bring about a change in our 
attitude towards water—the way we look at it and the way we manage it. 

This book is a small step to affect that change. It introduces young 
readers to the world of water and emphasizes why treating this precious 
resource with care is indispensable for our personal health and our 
planet’s well-being. As they leaf through the pages, I hope readers will be 
encouraged to contribute in their own small way to conserve our planet’s 
water resources, keep them free from pollution, and ensure people have 
easy access to clean water.

R K Pachauri
Director-General,TERI
Chairman, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
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Water is a marvel. Water is precious. Water is magical! It is here one moment, and gone 

the next. From time immemorial, it has been our master, dictating where and how we live. 

Unfortunately, somewhere along the way, the roles got reversed. We tried to tame the free 

spirit of water. We squeezed rivers dry, tagged a price to their water, and choked their purity 

by dumping every imaginable piece of waste into them. 

 Water is older than the dinosaurs! Nature has been recycling the same water over and over 

and sending it back to Earth. Nearly 70 per cent of our planet is covered with water. That is 

why the Earth is also called the “blue planet”. About 97 per cent of this water is saltwater. The 

remaining three per cent is freshwater, a major proportion of which is frozen. Hence, there is 

precious little to be shared among the world’s seven billion people! 

 The story of life begins with water. The ancient civilizations taught themselves how to seize 

and use water for both home and land. The earliest cities invariably blossomed beside rivers, 

such as the Nile, Tigris, Euphrates, Indus, and the Huang He.

THE LIQUID OF LIFE
CHAPTER 1
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— Thales (Ancient Greek philosopher)

Water is everything.
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The Namibian beetle lives in 
the bone-dry Namib Desert 
of South Africa. Its shell is 
covered with microscopic 

bumps on which fog collects 
and condenses to form drops 
of water. These droplets then 

slowly trickle down to the 
beetle’s eager mouth!

 Water is sacred. The people of Mohenjo Daro 

(Indus Valley Civilization) were among the fi rst to 

recognize its sanctity when they built the Great Bath. 

Its waters were believed to purify bathers during 

religious ceremonies. 

 Water also delights. The Romans built grand public 

baths. The Turks followed suit with hammams. Unlike 

Roman baths, where the water was meant to purify, 

Turkish baths were places where people mingled with 

each other. Spas (from Latin salus per aqua, which 

means health from water) and mineral-rich hot springs 

came next. 

 Water is a potion we cannot live without. On an 

average, an adult human can survive without water 

for just about seven days. Akbar, the Mughal emperor, 

learnt a bitter lesson when he had to abandon his 

newly built capital city of Fatehpur Sikri (now in 

Uttar Pradesh, India) after just 14 years. The reason: 

water supply was insuffi cient. 

 If water is life, then for some, like the Maasai tribe of 

Africa, getting to it is the “walk of life”.

WATER: WHY IT MATTERS 5
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Water, though shapeless itself, has moulded the world. Thousands of years ago, after the end 
of the Ice Age, as the ice melted, the land got transformed. New life forms started to sprout 
from the ground. People began to abandon a nomadic life and decided to settle down. To set 
up home at any place, the first thing they did was ensure there was a source of water nearby.

Early civilizations
The earliest people to be charmed by water were the Sumerians of Mesopotamia and the 

ancient Egyptians. Mesopotamia is Greek for between two rivers. The Sumerians settled down 

between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. The Egyptians, on the other hand, had the Gift of the 

Nile, a term coined by the Greek historian Herodotus. They welcomed the annual fl ooding of 

the Nile because it left behind the gift of fertile silt, which was ideal for growing crops. The water 

of the Nile was also a source of food (for instance, fi sh) and transportation.

Damnoen Saduak, a famous fl oating market 
of Bangkok, is renowned for its fresh fruits 
collected from the nearby orchards.

FLOWING THROUGH TIME
CHAPTER 2
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Between the ninth and eleventh centuries, the Vikings 

cruised the waters of the Atlantic Ocean, while the 

Phoenicians of the Middle East paid visits to their 

Mediterranean neighbours—the Egyptians, Greeks,

and Romans—via the marine route. 

 Even today, trade continues to fl ourish along the 

waterways among countries. Mercantile ships ride

the high seas carrying goods, while smaller boats are

often laden with fl owers and vegetables whose destinations 

are riverside markets. Floating markets, like the ones in 

Thailand, and houseboats, like those in Kashmir and Kerala 

in India, add a dash of fl avour to the local ambience.

Early explorers
Restless feet and a boundless spirit of adventure beckoned the early man to explore the 

wonders of water. He learnt how to build boats and ships. While a handful of early explorers 

worried about falling off the edge of the Earth if they ventured too far, the later ones not only 

went round the globe, but also carried out trade with its farthest corners. In AD 1520, the 

Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan became the fi rst to circumnavigate the Earth. 

The melting of an Antarctic ice sheet 14,000 
years ago raised sea-levels by an average of 
66 ft over a period of 200 years. 

Feluccas, traditional 
wooden sailboats with 
triangular sails, have 

been around for centuries 
and are still one of the 

main forms of transport 
on the Nile.

Water, like religion… has the power 
to move millions of people.

—Mikhail Gorbachev (Former president of the Soviet Union) 
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SEEING THROUGH WATER
CHAPTER 3

Sometimes, science extracts a hefty price from its pupils. In 1783, Frenchman Antoine 
Laurent Lavoisier described to the Royal Academy of Science in Paris his finding: water is a 
compound of two parts hydrogen and one part oxygen. He was, nevertheless, put to the 
guillotine in 1794. The presiding judge had supposedly remarked: “The Republic has no need 
of scientists.”of scientists.”

If he withholds the waters, they dry up; if he 
sends them out, they overwhelm the land.

—The Bible

Inside view
A single water molecule contains two hydrogen (H) atoms and one oxygen (O) atom. Hence, its 

chemical formula is H
2
O. Water refuses to be tied down to any place or assume a fi xed shape. 

At different temperatures and under different pressures, it not only changes shape and weight, 

but also changes its form. 

 Water is the only natural substance that exists in all three states: solid (ice), liquid (water), and 

gas (water vapour). It is also the only substance whose solid form is lighter than its liquid version. 

That is why ice fl oats on water.

The Dead Sea 
in Israel is so 

salty and dense 
that bathers 
can float on 
the surface 
without any 

fear of sinking, 
while reading 
a newspaper, 
magazine, or

a book.k.
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