
THE MICA MYTH IN DARJEELING WATER 

To the Editor, The Indian Medical Gazette 

Sir,?There is an impression amongst the visitors to 

Parjeeling that the water supplies contain mica, and 
is sometimes suggested that mica in the drinking 

Water causes irritation of the intestinal mucosa, with 
resultant diarrhoea. The water supply of Darjeeling is 
obtained from a number of perennial springs on the 
western slope of the Senchal range. The springs con- 
nect with a closed concrete conduit and deliver into 

a reservoir known as 
' Senchal LakeA glance at a 

geological map of the Darjeeling Hill Territory shows 
that the western portion of the Darjeeling District, 
including the Senchal range, is constituted by gneiss. 
' The gneiss of the Darjeeling District is of the foliated 
type, apparently a true gneiss composed of translucent 
colourless quartz, opaque white felspar and dark brown 
and silvery mica, varying in texture from fine-grained 
to moderately coarse. The gneiss frequently passes 
into mica-schist or felspathic mica-schist, bands of 

quartzite are rare, while hornblendic rocks are extremely 
uncommon'. It may be noted that quartz is pure 
silica. Felspar consists of the silicates of aluminium 
with either sodium, potassium or calcium and rarely 
barium. The micas are silicates, and in most cases 

orthosilicates, of aluminium with potassium and 

hydrogen, also often magnesium, iron, sodium and 

lithium, and they have the characteristic micaceous 

structure; muscovite, the most common of the micas, 
is an essential constituent of mica-schist and related 
rocks and is a prominent component of certain common 
varieties of granite and gneiss. As the water passes 

through these materials, it does not, as a rule, carry 
them in solution or suspension. The ' mica theory' 
in Darjeeling water seems to have been based only on 
surmise?? as the water passes through micaceous soil, 
it must take up mica particles'. It is not known if 

anybody has ever detected mica in the water. In fact, 
the water from the lake or springs is clear and sparkling. 
There is practically no suspended matter or irritating 
substance. The total solids (that is, the total sub- 
stances of every kind which are left behind when the 
water is evaporated to dryness), total hardness and 
chlorine, respectively, amount to 3-4, 1.0 and 0.4 parts 
per 100,000 parts of water. The water is of a high 
degree of purity, both chemically and bacteriologically. 
Thus, the presence of mica is not suspected from 
the general characteristics of the water supplies. 
Nevertheless, with a view to finding out if there was 
any truth in the ' mica theory' in Darjeeling water 
supplies, the writer of this article carried out the 
examination of the water in all possible ways while 
he was employed as chemist to the Darjeeling 
Municipality, but mica could not be detected. At last 
the matter was referred to Sir E. H. Pascoe, the then 
Director of the Geological Survey of India, and two 
samples of residues, obtained in one case by the 
evaporation of 1,000 c.cm. of the lake water and in 
the other by the evaporation of 1,000 c.cm. of the mixed 
spring water before its entrance into the lake, were 

sent to him for examination. In his letter No. 1569/23 
of the 29th March, 1926, he stated as follows:? 

' The residues are extremely fine, but even under a 
high power nothing could be detected which appear 
to be mica I know of no better test for mica in 
water than a microscopical examination of the residues 
on evaporation'. 

Yours, etc., 
NISHI KANTA RAY, bjv., 

Bacteriologist. 
Vaccine Laboratory, 

Public Health Department, 
Bengal, Calcutta. 

[Note.?The letter is of special interest in view of 
the fact that an investigation into the cause of 'hill 
diarrhoea' in Darjeeling is at present in progress. The 
question of mica in the water is of course being 
considered. 
Our correspondent does not state at what time of 

the year he carried out his investigation but from the 
date of Sir E. H. Pascoe's letter we gather that the 
residues he examined were from water he collected 
during the cold weather, a time of the year when 
diarrhoea is not epidemic. 
Our correspondent's observations are in keeping with 

the findings in the present investigation on 
' 
hill 

diarrhoea', but they cannot be considered as closing 
the discussion on the subject.?Editor, I.M.G.] 


