
Punjab Canal Colonies
The Punjab Canal Colonies is the name given to parts of western Punjab which were brought under cultivation through the
construction of canals and agricultural colonisation during the British Raj. Between 1885 and 1940, nine canal colonies were created
in the inter-fluvial tracts east of the Beas and Sutlej and west of the Jhelum rivers. The Punjab underwent an agricultural revolution as
arid subsistence production was replaced by the commercialised production of huge amounts of wheat, cotton and sugar.[1] In total,
over one million Punjabis settled in the new colonies, relieving demographic pressures in central Punjab.[2]
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In 1849, the East India Company defeated the Sikh Empire and
annexed the Punjab. The new regime, rather than replacing remnants
of the previous ruling elites, used them as intermediaries between the
government and the wider population.[3] From the outset of
annexation, the new provincial government believed that if a paternal
district officer ruled with an iron hand, protecting his flock from
outside threats - whether a moneylender or political agitator - the
landowning cultivators would loyally support the British
government.[4] In the following years, British officials began
surveying the land and undertook revenue settlements in each
district. In order to finance new administration of the province, the
local government needed to increase revenues. The primary method
of doing so was to encourage the commercialisation of agriculture. In
addition they encouraged individualisation in property rights, which
was a marked shift from the collective ownership by village communities and certain other complex forms of property that had
existed in the pre-British period.[3]
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In the 19th century, the vast majority of the population was settled in the fertile regions of central and eastern Punjab. In the western
Punjab rainfall was too low for large scale agriculture and resulting in large tracts of barren land.[3] Most of this land had been
assigned as Crown land and lay unused.[5] In the 1880s the Punjab administration of Charles Umpherston Aitchison began the
process of engineering a vast irrigation scheme in the mostly uninhabited wastelands. The two stated motives for the project were:[6]

To relieve the pressure of population upon the land in those districts of the Province where the agricultural population
has already reached or is fast approaching the limit which the land available to agriculture can support and to colonise
the area in question with well-to-do yeomen of the best class of agriculturists, who will cultivate their own holdings
with the aid of their families and the usual menials, but as much as possible without the aid of tenants, and will
constitute healthy agricultural communities of the best Punjab type.

The government hoped to "create villages of a type superior in comfort and civilisation to anything which had previously existed in
the Punjab",[7] which in turn would increase productivity.[8] This increased productivity would then boost revenues for the
government. To finance this ambitious project, capital was raised through the sale of governmental bonds in Britain, offering
investors the chance to benefit from the interest charges remitted by the provincial government.[9]

The Sidhnai Colony was located in the district of Multan. It was primarily settled between 1886–88, when 176,702 acres were
allocated to 2,705 settlers.[10] The minimum size of grants was fixed at 50 acres, and grantees were required to build wells to harvest
Rabi crops. Peasant grantees were preferred as the government felt self-cultivators would prevents the influx of sub-tenants and
labourers from neighbouring regions.[11] Furthermore, the government were attracted by the idea of creating a strong self-supporting
peasantry, believing it necessary for agricultural progress and maintaining political stability.[12]

Although an amount of land was reserved for Multani locals, preference was given for grantees from central Punjab, namely the
districts of Lahore, Amritsar, Gurdaspur, Hoshiarpur, Jullunder and Ferozepur. This stemmed from a belief from British officials that
central Punjabis were the most skilled and efficient agriculturists in the region.[13] The first settlers were Sikh Jatts from Amritsar.[14]

Following the success of the initial grantees, and the proven profitability of the venture, colony land started to become highly sought
after.

The Sohag Para Colony commenced at the same time as the Sidhnai Colony, however was smaller in scale. Situated in the
Montgomery District, the colony was irrigated by an inundation canal which was seasonal in nature. As a result, it required larger
landholdings to encourage grantees with sufficient capital to develop the irrigation infrastructure. Surveys conducted a decade after
its establishment found that only 35 per cent of the land was cultivated by the actual grantees, whilst 65 per cent was rented to sub-
tenants.[15]

The government selected members of dominant landholding castes for land grants. 38 per cent of the area was allocated to Jatt Sikhs,
with the average size of their holdings being sixty acres. A personal grant of 7,800 acres was allotted to Sir Khem Singh Bedi, a
Khatri Sikh from Rawalpindi, making him the largest landholder by a considerable margin.[16] The largest number of grants went to
individuals from districts of Lahore, Amritsar and Montgomery.[17]
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Situated in the southern part of the Lahore district, colonisation began in 1896. This developed in a more piecemeal fashion, as
parcels of land became irrigable and thus habitable at different times. For the first phase, the government decided to auction the land
rather than issuing grants. This attracted offers from wealthy landowners and members of the Punjabi urban bourgeoisie, generating
considerable profits for the government. Thereafter land was sold to landowners from neighbouring villages as compensation for their
loss of long standing grazing rights lost to canal irrigation.[18] The last stage was allocated to peasant grantees.[19] Peasant grantees
largely hailed from the Lahore district, from areas suffering overpopulation. The majority of grants were allotted to Jatts, Kambohs
and Arains.[20]

The Chenab Colony was the largest colonisation project in the Punjab,
beginning in 1892. It covered the entirety of the Lyallpur district, along with
parts of the Jhang, Gujranwala and Lahore districts. The area was well suited
for large-scale colonisation, being a level, alluvial plain, virtually unbroken by
ridges or natural drainages.[21] The area was mostly barren land, save for
settlement in the riverain tracts, and the presence of semi-nomadic pastoral
people known as Janglis, whose rights to graze the land had not been
recognised as amounting to proprietary rights by the government.[22] These
groups would however form part of an indigenous grouping, classed together
with individuals from Montgomery, Jhang and Gujranwala who would be
allotted 35 per cent of the total land in the new colony.

There were three types of grants in the Chenab Colony, namely peasant,
yeoman and capitalist grants. Peasants had to remain as tenants of the government and could not acquire proprietary rights. This was
designed to curtail the powers of alienation of peasant grantees.[23] Yeoman and capitalist grantees were allowed to acquire
proprietary rights after a five-year qualification period. Upon acquiring the grants, the yeoman and capitalist grantees were required
to pay a fee to the government in lieu of the size of their holdings. Peasant and yeoman grantees were required to be resident on the
land.[24] 78.3 per cent of the total land in the colony was allotted to peasant grantees. The Yeomen could belong only to the
landholding agricultural classes, and they were to be drawn from small and middle level landlords. The capitalist grants were
intended for men whom the government wished to reward for rendering political, administrative or military services. They were also
intended for individuals with capital, who would invest in improved farming and thereby raise the standard of agriculture in the
colony.[25]

In identifying immigrant colonists, the government had two objectives; to provide relief from population congestion and to procure
the most skilled agriculturalists. As such grantees were selected from seven districts, Ambala, Ludhiana, Jullundur, Hoshiarpur,
Amritsar, Gurdaspur and Sialkot.[26] Between 1891 and 1921, the population densities in all seven districts declined, thus avoiding
the potential for rural instability.[27] These immigrant colonists were granted over 60 per cent of the allotted land in the Colony.[28]

The strict allocation of land to immigrants from just these seven districts led to criticism of neglect in the west of Punjab, and
thereafter 135,000 acres of land was granted to individuals from Gujrat, Jhelum, Shahpur, Rawalpindi, Multan,Lahore, Ferozepur and
Bannu. It was decided that peasant grantees would be hereditary and landholding agriculturists, and would be drawn from the
established Jat, Saini, Kamboh and Arain castes. The Jats formed the largest group of grantees, holding 36 per cent of the entire
colony. Hindus and Muslims were each given around 31 per cent of the total allotted area.[27] Amongst the yeoman and capitalist
grants, substantial allotments went to Rajputs.

The Jhelum Colony was settled between 1902 and 1906. The colony was situated in the Shahpur district, and had its headquarters in
the newly founded town of Sargodha. Initially the colony was intended to serve the same aims as the other colonies of fostering
agrarian excellence and relieving population strains.[29] However the Report of the Horse and Mule breeding Commission of 1900-
01 recommended the colonists be allowed to breed such animals for the army. The government of India subsequently instructed the
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Punjab government to impose these conditions on the new colony. Instead of selecting skilled agriculturists, the government were to
now seek out skilled horse-breeders.[30] British officials in the Punjab were initially opposed to the scheme, arguing that it risked
jeopardising the entire colony, and questioning the region's supposed popularity for and prowess in horse-breeding. Furthermore,
promises had already been made of grants to agriculturists, which would now need to be retracted, and was noted by the
Commissioner of Rawalpindi as constituting an breach of good faith.[31]

Under the new scheme, the horse-breeding tenure was imposed on all peasant grants. The size of peasant landholdings was increased,
which resulted in absentee landlords and a large sub-tenant workforce. Yeoman grantees, which had initially been ear-marked to be
scrapped, were required to possess 5-15 mares each.[32] The majority of peasant grantees hailed from the districts of Gujrat, Sialkot
and Gujranwala.[33] Yeoman grantees were selected from families of local landed magnates, further bringing the allegiance of the
rural gentry towards British rule. These Yeoman grantees would however prove to be unsatisfactory colonists, absentee landlords, and
were unable to transfer their equine skills to the colony.[34]

Situated in the Montgomery and Multan districts, the colony lay between the Ravi and Beas rivers. Colonisation began in 1914 and
lasted a decade, being disrupted by the First World War. The two most important considerations for the colony were to further the
horse breeding scheme and provide land for military personnel. Land was also reserved for indigenous groups, peasants from
congested areas, landed gentry and for compensatory grants for loss of land. In addition, for the first time land was allocated to
landless men of lower castes.

Horse-breeding grants were the most significant group in the colony. Keen to avoid the problems encountered in the Jhelum Colony a
new scheme was introduced. A certain proportion of rectangles were reserved for horse-breeding in every peasant village, and
grantees competed for the lease of these 'horse-breeding rectangles'.[35] Furthermore, a time limitation of 10 years would be placed
on leases, enabling the government to weed out unsatisfactory breeders. Horse-breeding would thus be regarded as a means of
acquiring additional resources, which the lessee could enjoy over and above his personal grant.[36] This policy of inducing
competition for resources in the village was however criticised by Geoffrey Fitzhervey de Montmorency, Deputy Commissioner of
Lyallpur, who felt it would create factionalism and conflict.[37]

The outbreak of the War led to the government increasing the amount of land available to military veterans to 180,000 acres. Within
the Punjab, military service therefore became a means of securing landed status, offering unrivalled opportunities for social and
economic mobility. This led to the opening up of colony land to a wider range of Punjabi society rather than the chosen groups in
previous colonies. Nonetheless, the landholding peasantry of the Punjab, acquired the largest share of the colony, some 68.66 per
cent.[38]

These two colonies began at the same time as the Lower Bari Doab Colony.
Smaller in scale, the two colonies amounted to just 120,000 acres. Lying to the
north of the larger Chenab and Jhelum colonies, The primary purpose of the
two canals on which these projects were based, the Upper Chenab and Upper
Jhelum Canals, was to transport the waters of the Chenab and Jhelum Rivers to
the Ravi, for the irrigation of the Lower Bari Doab Colony.[39] Grants were
given to those who had missed out in on land in the Jhelum colony owing to
the policy of horse-breeding.[40] Special grants were also given to those who
had distinguished themselves, or to the heirs of those who had lost their lives,
in offering resistance to criminals, or by assisting in the prevention,
investigation or prosecution of crime.[41]
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This Colony was last built under British rule. Colonisation began in 1926, however was never completed. It differed from the
previous two large scale colonies in Jhelum and the Lower Bari Doab in that it did not reserve space for horse breeders. However
military provision was provided for with the reservation of 75,000 acres for pensioned servicemen. Peasant grants reserved for
agricultural castes formed the bulk of the land.[42] The government decided that those eligible for peasant grants were those whose
lands had been ruined by waterlogging, or by diluvion and river action, or those who that inhabited congested tracts.[43] By 1929,
over 70,000 acres had been allotted to sufferers from the districts of Sialkot, Gujranwala, Sheikhupura and Gujrat.[44] The
government specified that residents of tracts which had so far received little or no canal land should also be selected, provided that
such men were skilled agriculturists and promised to make good colonists.[45] Reward grants amounting to 36,750 were awarded to
non officials deemed to have rendered loyal service to the government, whilst Police Grants were given to those "who have been
conspicuous in aid to the Police, or who have assisted government in times of disorder or the like."[46] Grants to 'Criminal tribes'
were made in the hope of reclaiming through resettlement tribes which displayed habitual criminal tendencies.[47]

45 per cent of the land was reserved for auction, with the hope of generating funds for the government. Part of the reason for the
auctions was the need to recoup a profitable return on the capital outlay as a result of increased interest results following the war.[48]

The government put in place a plan to auction 15,000 acres a year for a period of 20–25 years.[49] The auction process would
however prove to be one of the greatest disasters of the entire colonisation project as the onset of the international economic crisis in
1929, meant the market for land in the Punjab collapsed entirely.[50] The price of land fell so low that the government was only able
to hold three auctions, selling just 3,773 acres in the next ten years.[51] In the two decades from the inception of the auctions, the total
area sold amounted to 118,728 acres, which was only one-third of the area reserved for this purpose.[52]

Unable to sell the land, the government opted for temporarily leases. 319,200 acres had been leased by 1938, mainly to affluent
individuals. The short terms of the leases encouraged malpractice, and exploitation by the tenants towards the sub-tenants who
cultivated the land.[53] This led to widespread unrest amongst the sub-tenants who were unable to pay their rent, and were falling into
debt.[54]

Colony Period of
colonisation Doab District Area in

acres

Sidhnai 1886-88 Bari Multan 250,000[55]

Sohag Para 1886-88 Bari Montgomery 86,300[55]

Chenab 1892-1905 
1926-30 Rechna Gujranwala, Jhang, Lyallpur, Lahore,

Sheikhupura 1,824,745[55]

Chunian 1896-98 
1904-05 Bari Lahore 102,500[55]

Jhelum 1902-06 Jech Shapur, Jhang 540,000[55]

Lower Bari
Doab 1914-24 Bari Montgomery, Multan 1,192,000[55]

Upper Chenab 1915-19 Rechna Gujranwala, Sialkot, Sheikhupura 78,800[55]

Upper Jhelum 1916-21 Jech Gujrat 42,300[55]

Nili Bar 1916-40 Bari Montgomery, Multan 1,650,000[55]

To improve the economic position and standard of living amongst Punjabi agriculturalists, the provincial government had passed a
series of paternalist measures. The Punjab Land Alienation Act, 1900 removed the zamindar's right to sell or mortgage his land
without the approval of the district officer. These officers usually only approved a zamindar's request if he belonged to a tribe
designated as an agricultural tribe by the government. The restrictions were designed to halt the flow of land outside of the
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agricultural community, and prevent further indebtedness towards moneylenders by curtailing cultivator's credit. Although the Act
drew protests from the commercial tribes and money-lenders, they were unable to garner support from the cultivators whose interests
had been protected. In the following years, encouraged by the lack of agitation further paternalist measures were introduced, such as
the Punjab Pre-Emption Act which stated agriculturalists had first claim on any land sold by a villager.[4]

From the turn of the century, conditions in the Chenab Colony had begun to cause an issue for the provincial government. As the
government ran out of good land to distribute, settler's became increasingly agitated. Furthermore, the land was becoming
increasingly fragmented as grantees distributed the land amongst many heirs. At the same time, officials were struggling to enforce
discipline as many settler's evaded the residence requirements, built houses on farming plots, cut down trees and led what was
perceived by the officials as unsanitary lives. In 1906, the provincial government introduced a colonisation bill, extending official
powers over the canal colonies. This placed strict rules on inheritance, and introduced retrospective conditions concerning sanitation,
tree planting and construction. Prior to the bill, the government had been relying on fines to punish any offenders, relying on a large
retinue of locally employed staffers to oversee it, who were as one British official remarked "practically certain to make the greatest
possible use of any opportunities they may have for extorting bribes." The rampant corruption placed the zamindars under increasing
economic strain, which was exacerbated by crop failures in 1905 and 1906, and an increase in water rates in 1906. These conditions
led to a level of agitation previously unseen during British rule in the Punjab known as the 1907 Punjab unrest.[4]

The Punjab, despite being only 9.7 per cent of the total area of British India, had by 1931 9,929,217 acres irrigated by canals
colonies, the largest area in British India, and representing 46 per cent of the total land irrigated by canals. This was two and a half
times greater than the Madras Presidency, second in this category.[56] The canal irrigated area in the Punjab increased from 3 million
acres in 1885 to 14 million acres by the end of British rule in 1947.[57]

The canal colonies acted as a primary industrialising agent in the Punjab. By 1921 the proportion of the population supported by
agriculture was lesser in the colony districts relative to in the non-colony districts, because a significant population in the colony
districts was engaged in industrial pursuits. For example, in Lyallpur alone 326 ginning factories emerged to serve her own cotton
fields.[58] By converting barren land into productive agricultural land, the Punjabi government was able to increase export output and
maximise revenue through taxes on the increased produce. The increased supply of produce in turn meant investment was needed in
the road and rail network to transport the goods to market. The larger size of the holdings in the colonies, together with improvements
to the transport infrastructure and other marketing facilities had a large positive impact on the settler's income.[59]

Prior to the establishment of the colonies, many farmers in the Punjab were in debt to money-lenders. However, with the increased
incomes in the colonies, the proportion of debt owed to traditional money-lenders was considerably less than in other non-colony
areas.[58] Furthermore, by obtaining the grants at nominal prices, the settlers were able to enjoy the vast capital appreciation of their
land as it grew increasingly productive. By the 1920s, thirty years after the establishment of the Chenab Colony, the average land
price in Lyallpur was Rs. 1200 providing a capital gain of 9,900 percent.[60]

A significant beneficiary of the colonisation was the city of Lyallpur, originally named after Sir James Broadwood Lyall who
pioneered the Chenab colony. At the time of the British annexation in 1849 it was a barren wasteland, and by 1891 the region had a
population density of mere 7 persons per square mile. It was characterised by nomadic tribes and notorious criminals, with the Sandal
Bar area being named after the Chuhra bandit Sandal. By 1901, in just a decade, the population had reached 187 persons per square
mile, was 301 in 1921 and 927 in 1998.[61] Lyallpur, renamed Faisalabad in the 1970s, is currently the third most prosperous city of
Pakistan in terms of GDP per capita.[62]
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