
Chapter 1 

The British worked a transformation on the land. In both the Punjab and 
the Sind, they built low dams, which they called barrages, across the rivers.  
Behind these barrages, they diverted the waters into great new canals.  
These canals, with their branches and distributaries, have a total length of 

tens of thousands of miles. Some of the biggest of them carry nearly as 
much water as the Colorado River. They were carefully designed as to 
width, depth, and downstream slope, in such a way that the silty water 
moves just fast enough so that it neither erodes the beds of the canals nor 

chokes them by depositing sediment.  

The ancient inundation canals were filled only when the rivers were in 
flood., and they carried water only a relatively short distance from the river 
banks. Mostof the new British canals could carry water throughout the year, 
because the barrages at the diversion points backed up the river waters to the 
level of the canal heads. They stretched in a complex many-branched network 
entirely across the broad plains between the rivers.,. Thus, intensive agricul
ture was made possible over millions of acres. Before the construction of 
the canals, farming had been concentrated on narrow ribbons of land along 
the river banks; now, green fields of grain and other crops gradually 

covered the entire country. The Punjab was soon called the bread-basket of 

India.  

Farmers and their families immigrated into the newly-watered lands by 
the hundreds of thousands. In the Punjab, the British supplied farms to 

each cultivator in the "canal colonies," and they established a grid of 

villages, two to three miles apart, across the land. In the Sind, the pattern 

of settlement was somewhat different. Large landowners held most of the 

country, and the farmers were sharecropping tenants- on small parcels.  

Barrages and canals were first built in the northeastern Punjab during the 

latter part of the nineteenth century. Construction is still continuing, 

especially in the former state of Sind. Hundreds of thousands of acres of 

new lands are being brought under cultivation every year. At present, the 

canal-irrigated area planted each year totals twenty-three million acres, 

by far the largest single irrigated region on earth, and more than two thirds 

of all the planted land in West Pakistan.  

But something has gone wrong. Poverty and hunger, not well-fed 
prosperity, are today the common lot of the people of West Pakistan, and 

are nowhere more desperately evident than in the farming villages of the 
.countryside. Some of these villages have disappeared completely, because 
the fields on which tbef:r livelffiood depended no longer yield even-the 
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