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Cholistan, the desert region of Bahawalpur 
division of the Punjab in Pakistan, extends 
over some 10,000 square miles. The livelihood 
of its nomadic population is primarily pastoral. 
A canal colonisation project, originally 
launched in 1933 but abandoned soon after 
has now been re-introduced into the region' 
under the administration of the Cholistan 
Development Authority. As a result large 
tracts of the desert are being transformed into 
agricultural settlements. This paper looks at 
the impact of canal colonization on the tra
ditional culture, particularly the architecture 
of this region. 

The general background is provided in a 
description of the physical, socio-economic 
and political characteristics of the region, the 
patterns of settlements, administration, the 
Sutlej Valley Project and the current canal 
colonization programme of the Cholistan 
Development Authority. 

The paper identifies three types of settlement 
patterns: 
• Temporary settlements of nomads at tobas 
• Semi permanent settlements associated with 

some permanent feature e.g. fort, wells, 
shrine (case study: Chanan Pir and Dingarh). 

• Permanent settlements in the canal colonies 
(case study: Mandi Yasman). 

Land and Climate 

The desert of Cholistan extends over roughly 
10,000 square miles, and includes two thirds of 
the old state (now division) of Bahawalpur It 
is in fact an extension of the Thar desert, 
whose western edges are formed by the 
ancient river called the Hakra in Pakistan and 
Ghaggar or Ghaagra in India. The same 
Ghaggar or Ghaagra in vedic times was the 
Sarasvati, considered sacred by the Aryans. 
The rivers Indus and Hakra (Ghaggar) 
together with their tributaries irrigated a very 
extensive area, collectively called the "greater 
Indus Valley". 

Administratively Cholistan is divided between 
the three districts - Bahawalpur, Rahimyar 
Khan and Bahawalganar - of Bahawalpur 
Division in the Punjab province of Pakistan. 
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Map of the Cholistan legion of Pakistan. 

Photo K K Mumtaz. 

To the north and west are the areas irrigated 
by the Sutlej (the easternmost of the five rivers 
of the Punjab) and the Indus. To the east and 
south, along the border with India, is the 
desert region of Rajasthan, while across its 
southwestern boundary lies the desert region 
of the Province of Sind. 

Today the desert region of Bahawalpur, with 
about five inches of rainfall a year, consists of 
sand dunes and salt flats. The dunes or abbas 
are low in the northwestern quarter ~ the ' 
Lesser Cholistan - while in the south, or 
Greater Cholistan, they can rise to as much as 
several hundred feet. The salt flats, dhaars, 
occur among the sand throughout Cholistan. 
They can stretch for several miles or be as 
small as a few hundred yards each. The flash 
storms convert them temporarily into lakes 
and the run off from them is in places 
collected in natural depressions or man-made 
ponds called to bas. The only other source of 
water for man and beast alike are the wells 
which are found at a few places in Cholistan. 

As in any desert, the climate of Cholistan is 
extreme. In summer the daytime tempera
tures rise to around 1200 Fahrenheit but the 
nights are cool and comfortable. In the winter 
the days are warm and comfortable while the 

nights are cold. The rains come, if at all, in the 
monsoon season - from mid July to the end 
of August - and sometimes in winter. 
Periodically the rains fail. If they fail for a 
number of years in succession they take a 
heavy toll of life. The animal popUlation swells 
again during years of plentiful rainfall. 

As might be expected under these circum
stances, the population is nomadic. People 
move from one water hole (toba) to the next, 
and when these dry up, to the semi-permanent 
settlements around the wells; or, in extreme 
drought, to the permanent settlements at the 
edge of the desert. 

Wateling hole (toba). Dingarh village 

Photo K K Mumtaz 

Living at the tobas is in the open, requiring no 
permanent structures The toba is generally 
associated with the family or clan who main
tain it and return to it each season. However, 
a family whose own toba has gone dry may go 
and camp at another toba which has water. 
Thus the settlements at the tobas always tend 
to be temporary. 

The semi permanent settlements are usually 
associated with some permanent features such 
as a well, a fort or a shrine, and a number of 
relatively permanent dwellings, but the 
population is not entirely permanent Most 
families who are otherwise based in such 
settlements (and own permanent dwellings in 
such settlements), will move with their animals 
into the desert (rohi) for several months at a 
time at certain seasons. At other times the 



permanent population at such settlements 
may be joined by nomadic families from the 
desert. 

Permanent settlements are generally restricted 
to the northern and western edges of the 
desert where canal colonisation is trans
forming the land, economy and way of life 
into the familiar patterns of settled agricultural 
communities. 

A distinctive feature of the Cholistan desert is 
the relative abundance of vegetation This 
consists of a variety of wild grasses and shrubs. 
In the dry season from February to June this 
vegetation gradually decreases, but within a 
few days of a good rainy season the desert is 
once again softened by shades of green. On 
this vegetation depends the livelihood ofthe 
desert people. 

The economy of the desert or rohi is primarily 
herding and grazing Camels, cows, sheep and 
goats are bred for sale, milked or shorn for 
their wool. 

Another important product of the rohi is sajji 
(carbonate of soda) derived from two wild 
plants Kangan Khar and Gora Lana which 
grows in brackish soil 

Settlement 

Between 4,000 and 1,000 BC, when the Hakra 
flowed through it, Cholistan was fertile and 
populated, playing a pivotal role in the Indus 
Valley civilization. Among the more than 400 
ancient sites identified along the Hakra are 
those which have recently helped to fill some 
important gaps in our pre-history I • 

The remains of settlements associated with the 
Cholistan "decorated ware culture" of the 
beginning of the first and end of the second 
millennium BC, are usually found in mid
stream in the bed of the Bakra. This means 
that the Hakra or Ghaggar had already dried 
up around the first millennium Be. This is 
generally held to be the period when the 
Aryans arrived in the Sarasvati valley. 

As the Bakra and its tributaries successively 
changed courses and eventually dried up, the 
human settlements along its course began to 
disappear. Recent surveys have shown that 
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the a ancient people of this region were con
stantly being forced by changing circumstances 
to shift from one site to another 

Along the old course of the Hakra is also a 
series of forts which served as a line of defence 
against expected attacks over the deserts of 
the erstwhile Indian States of Rajasthan, 
J aisalmir and Bikaner. Many of the forts 
which still survive were constructed in the 18th 
century, although several date back to the 
pre-Muslim era 

In 1739 the title of Nawab was conferred on 
Sadik Muhammad Khan I by the emperor 
Nadir Shah, who also granted him a large part 
of the territory forming Bahawalphur State. 
The state for many years was a confederation 
of several petty principalities under the nomi
nal suzeranity of the Nawab until a grandson of 
Sadik Muhammad Khan succeeded in 
bringing the tribes together under a single 
hand. 

The Nawabs aided the British against the 
Sikhs and obtained recognition of indepen
dence as a reward through a treaty in 1833. In 
1838 they were rewarded with the districts of 
Sabzalkot and Bhang Bara for rendering 
services to the British army in Afghanistan, 
and the Nawab was recognised as an absolute 
ruler by a treaty in the same year. By July 
1866 the management of the State was 
assumed by the British Commissioner of 
Multan and shortly afterwards by a Political 
Agent. 

The nomadic popUlation today is estimated to 
be 50,000 with another 20,000 divided equally 
between semi-permanent and permanent 
settlements. Sparse as the population is it is 
divided into a number of tribes and ethnic 
groups including Muslims and Hindus. Pro
minent among the Muslim tribes are the 
Sarna, Laar, Sheikh, Bohar, Charhua, Daiha, 
Baluch, Bhatti, Mughal, Panwar, Joo'ya and 
Langa. 

Some of these tribes are located within specific 
areas. For example the Bhatti inhabit the area 
around Maujgarh Fort This family is said to 
have come from Bikaner, where they worked 
as brick bakers. They were brought here by 
the Nawab of Bahawalpur, with the consent of 
the Raja of Bikaner, when the construction of 
Maujgarh Fort was started. Thus the Bhattis 

of Janowali still work as potters. Some of 
them also have camels and sheep and call 
themselves the descendants of the fork hero 
DullaBhatti 
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The Baluch and Rajputs are not settled in, or 
confined to, any particular area but move 
from place to place with their animals in 
search of water. 

Development Projects 

The Sutlej Valley Project was launched in 
1933 to irrigate the lands of Bahawalpur, 
including the irrigation of 800,000 to 900,000 
acres of Cholistan. But it was abandoned later 
in the 1930's after some canals had been dug 
and a few residential colonies had been 
constructed, resulting in the displacement or 
forced departure of the local popUlation. 

The area was to have been served by the 
following canals: 
• The tail end of the Bakra Branch of the 

Sadequia Canal (150,000 acres) 
• The Desert Branch of the Bahawal Canal 

(350,000 acres) 
• Abbassiya Canal (275,000 acres) 
• The tail end of the Sadeq Branch of the 

Punjnad Canal (125,000 acres) 

In 1932 several hundred thousand acres had 
been acquired for colonisation. But as prices 
of agricultural products fell with the inter
national economic crises, much of the fertile 
land was abandoned. Subsequently the 
Anderson committee reduced the flow of 
canal waters flowing to Bahawalpur while 
increasing the water of the Bikanir Canal. 

From the early 1940's repeated demands were 
made to resume the work in the abandoned 
desert regions Thus in 1946 the Bahawalpur 
State government approved the resumption of 
the Abbassiya Canal. As a result in the early 
1950's 150,000 acres were colonised. More 
recently the Punjab Government has shown 
some interest in the development of the 
neglected areas In 1974 the Prime Minister 
assured the people of Bahawalpur that the 
forsaken areas of the Sutlej Valley Project will 
be supplied water from Tarbela' provided the 
link canals have the capacity to take the extra 
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flow. Indeed, the system of link canals com
pensating for the loss of waters in the river 
system of the Punjab, can be tapped to bring 
water from Tarbela to the abandoned areas of 
the Sutlej Valley Project Already, as an initial 
step, some of the old canals have been 
provided with seasonal flow of water. Peren
nial supply is expected in at least some canals 
as the next major step. 

The responsibility for the development and 
colonisation of the irrigated areas of Cholistan 
now rests with the newly formed Cholistan 
Development Authority In addition to 
developing and allocating agricultural land this 
body also has programmes for the develop
ment of livestock. It has reserved 2,000 acres 
for the promotion of sheep breeding, the 
management of which has been entrusted to 
the Livestock Board. Similarly the Forest 
Department has a "Range Management 
Scheme" for the development of forests. 

For the protection of Cholistan's wildlife, a 
national park has been created with an area of 
77,000 acres set aside 

Administration 

The normal form of transportation of the 
Rohilas is by camel or on foot The occasional 
travellers from the towns use bicycles or 
motorcycles. Jeeps are restricted to Govern
ment Officers. Under a special order private 
vehicles are not normally permitted to enter 
Cholistan, except with a specific 24 hours 
permit issued by the District Commissioner 

Being a border area it is patrolled by the 
Desert Rangers, a para-military force which 
maintains a string of posts in the area, and are 
probably the most visible government pre
sence. The function of the Rangers is, how
ever, restricted to policing the border for 
illegal traffic. Other forms of government such 
as Revenue Collection, Law and Order, Social 
Services and Public Works, are practically 
non-existant 

With the abolition of the grazing tax (trilli), 
the only government revenues from the area 
are from the production of carbonate of soda 
(saJJi) And this is done through a system of 
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contractors, sub-contractors and share
croppers which is fairly self-regulating, 
requiring no government presence in the area 
itself 

The Khar contract, worth up to Rs. 400,000, is 
awarded annually to one contractor for the 
whole of Cholistan The contractor is usually 
one of a small clique of wealthy Riasatis from 
the big towns The Khar bushes are gathered 
by sharecroppers (Kharolas) for specified 
territory and piled in a large circle around a pit 
and then burned A liquid juice from the 
burning plant drops to the bottom of the pit 
where, on cooling, it solidifies into a grey 
rock. Half the produce is collected by the 
contractor and half is kept by the Kharola 

The entire Cholistan is a protected forest and 
wild life area. Thus, probably the most fami
liar government presence besides the Rangers 
is that of the Forest Department In the past 
they collected the grazing tax (trilli) through 
the local head men (numbardars) appointed 
for this purpose This tax was rather nominal 
- Rs 1 per camel and Rs 0 50 per sheep 
annually, and was abolished in 1974. A record 
of animals is maintained by the Forest 
Department which issues permits to graze in 
Cholistan. But this has not been kept for the 
last two years as the department has run out of 
permit books. 

A project for improvement of grasses started 
by the department in 1962-63 failed because 
the untended animals were constantly getting 
tangled in the barbed wire cordons The 
scheme was disbanded in 1970 Now the 
department mainly works on water conser
vancy schemes, for example the digging of to
bas, improvement of wells and demarcation of 
hacks (kutcha roads). The resources of the 
Forest Department are quite inadequate for 
the effective patrolling of such a vast area, and 
poaching and unauthorised hunting me a 
regular diversion for the rich 

Temporary Settlements 

Between migrations, the focus of life for the 
nomadic tribes and their animals is the muddy 
pool of rain-water called toba. A toba in the 

desert is usually considered to belong to the 
clan who established it They return to their 
ancestral tobas every season Ten or eleven 
families camping around it with their animals. 
Thus, for example, the Soohawala and 
Kaniwala tobas are reserved for the herdsmen 
of the Panwar clan. Some tohas have a gopa 
shelter or two, and some even have a few fruit 
bearing trees. The pride of the Soohawala 
toba are its ber trees with their sweet succulent 
fruits 

The traditional gopa has a low, circular mud 
wall with a gap for the entrance. A domical 
roof of twisted branches rises from this wall to 
a central post The jambs at the entrance are 
slightly raised and three or four stout branches 
span across to make a lintal. The roof is 
covered by a thatch of grass. The wall is 
punctured at three or four points by small 
square holes for light and ventilation. 

The toba itself is a large pond with about two 
metres high mud banks which are often over
grown with shrubs and a few trees A gap in 
the bank permits the rainwater run off from 
the dham (salt flat) to flow into the pond A 
trench is dug at the water's edge and the earth 
used to make a low parapet around to pool 
Water from the pool is allowed to flow into 
the outer trough from which the animals can 
drink, while the parapet keeps them from 
fouling the water in the main tank used by 
people. As the wate! is depleated the tank 
diameter is reduced by digging a new trench 
and parapet The process continues until all 
the water is used up 

Information on the status of other tobas and 
wells is essential to survival in the desert. This 
information travels by word of mouth. It is the 
first information exchanged when people meet 
each othe! But also the pattern and move
ment of clouds, winds and other signs are 
carefully observed in order to estimate where 
the rain has fallen 

When the toba runs dry the family must move 
to another source of water Normally 
messages are sent out and permission sought 
before going to another toba Before such 
pernlission is given, questions are asked about 
the number and kind of animals, and 
depending on the level of wate!, the duration 
of stay is allowed. There is no payment for the 
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A gopa house, Kalril Kallli toba Plan and section, 
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A gopa dwelling, Nawankot 

Photo K K MllIntaz 
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use of a toba other than sharing the work of 
digging the troughs and making the protective 
parapets. 

The herds and flocks are amazingly disciplined 
as they are brought to the water At a shrill 
whistle a flock of several hundred sheep 
freezes to a stop and waits for a herd of cows 
to drink up and move on. At another signal 
the herd at the water moves away and another 
takes its place 

The animals graze completely unattended and 
return by themselves in flocks or herds to the 
toba, each day in the summer or after many as 
three or four days in winter. Each flock or 
herd can be recognised by the distinctive 
sound of their bells, and by the braderi dangs 
or brands 

A Semi-permanent Village: Dingarh 

Dingarh was selected as a case for the study of 
society, culture and built environment in a 
semi-permanent settlement. The study is here 
presented in terms of the physical and social 
structure of the village: that is, the spatial 
distribution of houses in relation to kinship 
groups and social stratification: location and 

Dingarh village 

Photo K K MllIntaz 
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role of public and community facilities such as 
mosques, tobas, wells and graveyards, ritual 
and community activities, particularly those 
connected with births, marriages and deaths. 

The principal house-types are illustrated 
through two examples from Dingarh and one 
from a typical toba of the region. 

About 30 kilometers east of Yasman are the 
fort, wells, and some 120 houses which make 
up the settlement of Dingarh in the heart of 
the Lesser Cholistan. 

The houses are scattered across two relatively 
high (up to 18 feet) sand dunes. Approxi
mately one kilometer to the east are the tobas. 
About 200 meters on the west is the hulk of 
the old fort and in its shadow, below its 
northern and western ramparts are the wells. 
A rough sandy track running east-west passes 
about 50 meters from the northernmost group 
of houses Another 50 meters beyond this 
track are a half dozen burnt-brick structures: 
The forest Department quarters, dispensary, 
veterinary dispensary and residential quarters, 
symbolising the presence of the government. 
The real presence, however, is limited to the 
dispensary run by a dispenser and one peon. 

The settlement/village itself can be divided 
into five distinct sectors, corresponding to the 
five braderis (frateries, clans or tribes) which 
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Map of Dingarh, a semi-permanent village in Cholistan, whele secto/s ale inhabited by five different 
clans 

Source K K Munztaz 

make up the community of Dingarh. The 
largest of these is the Laar braderi with over 50 
houses. The second is the Sheikhs, with 25 
houses followed by the Dindars with 20 
houses, the Panwaars with 9 houses and Qazis 
with 8. 

It is not possible to give a precise count of the 
population as this varies from season to 
season. Even households whose home is 
Dingarh are often dispersed, with some 
members on the family's agricultural lands in 
the canal colonies and some with the animals 
in the rohi, while others remain in Dingarh. 
A rough estimate of the normal population 
would be about 500. 

The Laars, with about 50 houses in the 
northern sector, are the largest braderi Tra
ditionally they own small animals, that is 
sheep and goats but do also own a few large 
animals such as camels and cows 

The Sheikhs is the second largest braderi in 

terms of numbers, with about half as many 
households as the Laars. But they own large 
animals and are considered to be wealthier 
and, socially speaking, a degree higher than 
the Laars. The numbmdaar has always been 
from this clan. But since the abolition of the 
trini grazing tax, the numbardam has no 
longer any official function Nevertheless, 
Mohammad Ramzan is still called numbardaar 

Dindaars, also called Nau-Muslims (new 
Muslims), are Megwal Hindus who have 
recently converted to Islam. They are artisans 
and craftsmen, usually weavers and cobblers. 
They have about 20 households in the eastern 
sector and are considered to be at the bottom 
of the social hierarchy together with the 
Panwaars. 

The Panwaars are also artisans performing a 
variety of tasks as washermen, cooks, barbers, 
potters and carpenters. They form a group of 
about 9 houses on the west. 

The central sector of some 8 houses is that of 
the Qazis, who are supposed to perform the 
marriage rites but are seldom found in the 
village, especially since the election of the 
principal Qazi to the local bodies' union 
council, where he has acquired the additional 
title of "Chairman". 

The nomads who camp at the wells of Dingarh 
in the dry season belong to the Sirah, Boohar 
Bheen and Katwal tribes . 

Wealth in Cholistan is measured in terms of 
heads of cattle Sheikhs and Laars are both 
referred to as owners of grazing animals, 
maaldaars Their status in the pastoral com
munity is equivalent to that of the zamindars 
in the agricultural communities of Punjab and 
Sind That is, there is a clear distinction drawn 
between the maaldaars and the artisans and 
craftsmen or the kammis as they are called in 
the Punjab. The word "maa!" in Saraiki and 
Punjabi is used for grazing animals, but 
literally it means goods or wealth. And some 
maaldaars of Cholistan are indeed wealthy in 
their own rights. In Dingarh, one Gul 
Mohammad Sheikh owns 400 female camels 
(dachis), 300 heads of sheep and 200 cows. 
Among the Laars, Jam Umar Wadda owns 
800 sheep and between 50 to 60 cows. The 
Boohars who roam the desert and drink from 
the wells at Dingarh when their tobas go dry, 
own as much as 600 sheep and 100 goats per 
family. 

Sheep raising is a new trend. They are shorn 
twice a year, and the wool brings up to Rs. 60 
per sheep annually Young camels (todas) sell 
for between Rs. 1,000 and Rs 1,500 each. 

Mosques 

There are three small mosques in Dingarh. 
One in the southern section of the Sheikhs and 
two between the northern and central sectors 
of the Laars and Qazis. The three are similar 
in size and design, consisting of a single square 
chamber on the western side of a raised open 
platform Two of these chambers are of mud 
bricks with a single mud-brick dome each, 
while the third is of burnt brick tiles and has a 
flat roof. There is no regular congregation 



The mosque in Dingarh 

Photo K K Mumtaz . 

(jamaat) at any of these mosques, nor any 
imam to lead the prayers or muezzin to give 
the call to prayers. Three or four persons do 
offer their prayers five times a day at each of 
the mosques, but there is no special con
gregation on Fridays or even on the two Eid 
festivals, unless an imam is brought in 
specially from the town. The ritual sacrifice of 
animals on Baqr eid is also rare. Though all of 
the population professes Islam, most are not 
particular or even informed about its practice 
or rituals There is a small local shrine, the 
Baddal Wala Khanqah, a rather very simple 
affair with a few colourful flags, but no one 
seems very clear about who is buried there nor 
about its maintenance. The main religious day 
appears to be the gyarwin (eleventh night of 
the moon) Milk is not curdled on this day but 
distributed among the people. The same is 
done on the fourteenth night of the moon 
(chowdwin) which is considered a kind of 
All-Saints day 
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Tobas and Wells 

Much more significant than the mosques in 
the life of the community are the tobas and 
wells. There are two tobas at Dingarh - one 
for animals and the other for people. The 
latter has a mud wall with a wicket to keep 
animals out These are fairly close to each 
other and located about a kilometer to the 
east of the village. A second source of water at 
Dingarh are the four perennial wells at the 
foot of the fort These wells, like the tobas, are 
each collectively dug and owned by three or 
four families belonging to a common clan. 
They are modelled on the toba pattern, with a 
main reservoir for humans and a lower trough 
for animals. Like the tobas, the wells may be 
used by ousiders by prior permission. But 
unlike the tobas the wells do not require 
constant repair; thus the families using the 
well contribute by providing a draught camel 
for one day each in turn. The water is drawn 
in a leather bucket tied to one end of a long 

Mud brick construction in Dingarh 

Photo K K Mumtaz 
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leather rope which passes over a pulley and is 
pulled by a camel hitched to the other end. 
The water in the wells is brackish, and only 
used when the tobas go dry 

There is a large graveyard to the east of the 
village. However far they may wander, the 
clans associated with Dingarh will carry their 
dead, even a hundred miles, to Dingarh to be 
buried The corpse is bathed and wrapped in a 
white cotton shroud, and placed on a chmpai 
cot. The imam keeps up the recitation from 
the Koran, while members of the clan come to 
visit the family. Each visitor puts a veil 
(dopatta) or sheet over the corpse. The corpse 
is then carried on the heads of two men to the 
graveyard to the accompaniment of hymns 
(naats) Food which is taken with the corpse is 
given to the potters who have dug the grave. 
The corpse is let down into the grave and the 
earth packed with clenched fists, to the 
accompaniment of verses recited from the 
Koran. The covering cloths (dopattas and 
,sheets) are all given to the potters. 
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House Types 

A distinct evolution in three stages is dis
cemable in the types of structure employed for 
domestic architecture: from the traditional 
circular plan of the gopa shelter, with its 
domical thatched roof, to the rectangular plan 
with double-pitched roof and the enlarged 
rectangular plan with flat roof. However, 
throughout all these developments, the 
essential layout of the house remains intact. 
This comprises a single-family room facing 
onto an open platform or clear area, the 
equivalent of the courtyard, but demarcated 
by a low kerb in place of the screen wall. 

Dwellings illustrating the evolution from gopa to flat 
roof house-type, Nawankot 

Source K K. Mumtaz. 

The gopa shelter has been described above. 
The houses of Ghulam Rasul and Jam Umar 
Wadda in Dingarh are discussed below, as 
representing the latter two types of con
struction, found in the more permanent 
settlements. 

Ghulam Rasul's House. Ghulam Rasul is a 
Sheikh and a nephew of the numbardaar. He 
has a brother and two sisters who live with his 
mother and father in Mithra where the family 
owns 25 acres (morabba) of agricultural land. 
In Dingarh, Ghulam Rasul shares the house 
with his paternal uncle and aunt who have no 
children. They also have an equal share in the 
herd of cattle which are tended by Ghulam 
Rasul and his uncle, while his father and 
brother look after the uncle's land in Mithra. 
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Ghulam Rasul's house in Dingarh (in background), and a gopa shelter - without mud infill- for animals. 

Photo K K Mumtaz. 
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Ghulam Rasul's house, Dingarh 

Photo K K. Mumtaz 
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12 Truss 
13 Beam 
14 Fuel 
15 Store 
16 Parapet wall 
17 Chwning stand 
18 Basket 
19 Tether 
20 She/tel 
21 Drain 



The sizes and orientation of the principal 
rooms are fairly standard. The rectangular 
plan with pitched roof is about 3.5 meters by 7 
meters (about 12 feet by 24 feet) externally. 
The flat roof type is slightly larger in plan. In 
either case the principle rooms always face 
east with their longer walls along the north
south axis. An entrance in the centre of the 
eastern wall opens out onto a raised terrace. 
Ghulam Rasul's house is no exception. The 
central ridge (shehteer) is supported by a 
timber column (thumba) and a truss, or rather 
a trestle (ghorhi or addi) formed by two 
rafters. The eastern wall has a door (dar) 
while the other three walls have shallow niches 
(fa/a) at about 1 metre and a half above the 
floor. Each wall is perforated by small (3 
inches diametre) vent holes arranged in 
groups of four, at about one metre above the 
floor. Projected above the niches, and running 
the full length of the west wall is a shelf (safeel) 
on which crockery and utensils are placed. 

Against the southern wall are stored bulkier 
household objects; grain in an earthen bin 
(kalhoti), a wooden stand (gharawan) on 
which are placed a large box (tong) with a lid, 
and spare bedding. In the northwest comer is 
a decorated earthen store (bhikaree), and in 
the north eastern comer some half dozen 
earthen jars (gharas) containing the household 
supply of water. 

On the terrace are a pair of stoves (chulha) in 
the northwest comer, protected against the 
wind and sand by a parapet wall. On the other 
side of this wall is stacked the firewood (balan) 
and fodder (chara). The eastern end ofthe 
yard is used for activities associated with 
milking, such as churning the milk for butter 
and making curd Beyond the yard to the east, 
stretched between two pegs, is a rope (tandi) 
to which are tied the calves while the cows are 
being milked. Some 10 metres to the south 
and east is agopa shelter for animals. 

A second room with a flat roof and with its 
long axis in the east-west direction has recently 
been added on the south side of the yard. This 
room could not be studied in detail as the 
women were working in it plastering the floor 
and walls. However it was of the flat roof 
type. 

Construction is done generally by the men 
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assisted by a mason (mistri) from the city. 
However, plastering of roofs, walls and floors 
is done by women. 

Sun-dried bricks of the standard British size 
(9" x 3" x 4.5") are used for walls. Columns, 
beam and rafters in the pitched roof type of 
construction are all of unsawn local timber. 
The roofing consists of a thatching of khip 
grass onto which a mud plaster is applied (gil). 
A second coat of mud and straw plaster 
(gaara) is applied to the first, and finished with 
a third coat (goya or phoonsi) of mud and 
cow-dug. This last is always done by women. 

The first mud plastering on the walls (lipai) is 
done by the mason, but subsequently by the 
women each year after the rains. 

Jam Umar Wadda's House Jam Umar 
Wadda is the head of the Laar braderi in 
Dingarh. He has two sons and a daughter. 
One son is a shopkeeper in Mandi Yazman, 
the other cultivates the family'S land at Chak 
803 The daughter is married to Umar's sister's 
son who also has land in Chak 80. Umar has 
two brothers, both herdsmen. Between them 
they own 800 sheep and 50 to 60 cows. Umar 
himself is ill with tuberculosis. 

Jam Umar Wadda's house reflects his social 
status and his relatively progressive urban 
outlook. (His son, a shopkeeper, is one of the 
few youths from Dingarh with a school 
education) To the principle room in this case 
has been added another, creating a yard which 
is twice the width of those in the more modest 
dwellings. Ancilliary rooms are also provided 
at the northern end of the yard to accom
modate a store and a kitchen. All of these 
rooms are flat roofed. The larger rooms 
employ sawn timber or steel beams imported 
from the city. The two living rooms have 
shuttered windows on either side of the doors 
facing the yard. The main room has a staircase 
to the roof. These features represent a strong 
influence from the urban culture on the settled 
agricultural areas and are presumably recog
nised as status symbols. In other respects the 
disposition and use of spaces is conventional: 
cooking area to the north of the yard, animals 
milking to the east. Nevertheless, an oven 
(tandoor) next to the kitchen and a large grain 
bin (kalhoti) at the southwestern comer testify 
to the higher status and wealth of the owner. 
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KEY 
1 Grain storage 
2,3 Rooms 
4 Water pitchers 
5 Storage 
6 Kitchen 
7 Storage 
8 Oven 
9 Sleeping perch 

10 Animal shelter 
11 Milking place 
12 Washing place 
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Vmar Wadda's house, Dingarh. 

Source: K.K Mumtaz. 

24 



25 

A Permanent Village: Mandi Yazman 

On the north-western fringes of the Lesser 
Cholistan desert is Mandi Yazman, a vivid 
though deformed illustration of a permanent 
settlement in the canal colony areas - those 
zones transformed by irrigation and agri
culture, as here by the introduction of the 
Desert Branch Canal. 

Yazman is linked to Bahawalpur and the rest 
of the country through a good, metalled road. 
From a small trading post it has grown with 
the canal colonisation programme, into an 
important administrative and commercial 
centre. It is a Tehsil' headquarter with a 
Municipal Committee and a number of 
government departments such as Police, Agri
culture Office, Veterinary Hospital, Forest 
Department, Irrigation Canal Rest House, 
Food Storage Godowns, Hospital and a 
Rangers Unit. Around the new grain market 
is a comprehensive high school for girls and a 
Government boys high school. Under con
struction is the latest showpiece, the Dubai 
Mosque The main bazaar links the bus station 
at the centre of the town to the old grain 
market at the west end. Along the road to 
Behawalpur is a cinema, an ice factory and a 
flour mill with the Desert Branch Canal not 
more than a kilometer to the north of the 
town. A fine new highway, the "Shara-e
Rasheed" leads out from the town in the 
opposite direction to the edge of the desert, 
some 3 kilometers away. 

As an illustration of the extent to which 
modem technological improvements can 
influence the design of the built environment, 
Mandi Yazman is highly instructive, for in this 
case the transformations have been total and 
absolute. As the tidal wave of modernisation 
and industrialisation/mechanisation has driven 
the desert and its creatures before it, none of 
the traditional elements of their architecture 
have survived in its wake. 

The people of the old Riasat (state) of 
Bahawalpur identify themselves not as 
Punjabis but Riasatis, and the desert people as 
Rohillas or the people of the Rohi. The 
population of Yazman included few Rohillas 
and almost no Riasatis. It is a thoroughly 
Punjabi town, characterised by standard 
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Sketch plan of Mandi Yazman, a pennanent settle
ment innorthem Cholistan 

Photo K K. Mumtaz 

cement and brick architecture of the Public 
Works Department or vulgar, small-town 
facades of any Punjabi market town (mandi). 
The bizarre "Gulf Islamic" Dubai Mosque, a 
gift of the Sheikh of Dubai, adds a final touch 
of incongruity. 

The resentment of the local population against 
the "Punjabisation" of Cholistan must have 
been expressed strongly to have finally com
pelled the authorities to adopt a policy of 
giving first priority to Cholistanis in allocating 
new agricultural land, and second to landless 
tenants. As a result ofthis policy, a number of 
Rohillas have now been settled in the new 
agricultural lands. Elements of the architec
tural and craft traditions of the desert have 
indeed survived in these frontier lands, where 
the traditional gopa shelter or a fulasi weaver's 
loom are not uncommon sights in the isolated 
hamlets at the fringes of the detert. 

Conclusions 

The canal colonisation programme, typical of 
several such rural development projects, does 
not extend to the design and/or construction of 
buildings, particularly the common rural 
habitat Yet it is a rural development pro
gramme of no mean proportions, and one that 
has already transformed, and will continue to 
transform the rural environment in very real 
ways. 

While many "revolutionary" architectural 
projects end up making no real impact on the 
rural environment, this and similar projects 
which transform the economic base have 
much deeper, and far reaching, effects on 
traditional societies and cultures, and ulti
mately result in often unpredictable and 
unintended (by the planners) architectural 
transformations. 

Technology Apart from the occasional 
government buildings the only "imported" 
technology is to be found in the enterprises of 
the Sheikh of Abu Dhabi. Normally this 
imported technology is restricted to the use of 
kiln burnt bricks, steel and cement applied to 
standard Public Works Department designs. 
But the Sheikh has introduced reinforced 
concrete, diesel pumps, piped water and 
flushing toilets in his rural barracks and 
mosques. 

Abu Dhabi palace, Rahimym khan, Cholistan 

Photo K K Mumtaz 



Islamgarh Fort. 

Photo KK Mumtaz 

No evidence was found of any of these 
"innovations" having influenced the common 
habitat of the people. However, a distinct 
process of evolution was observed throughout 
Cholistan in the transformation of the rural 
habitat from the traditional gopa to the 
flat-roofed rectangular plan. This appears to 
be the result of "osmosis" rather than 
"design" Technically, this implies an evolu
tion from mud pise, available timber and 
grass thatch construction to standardized, 
sun-dried, earth brick and cut timber, or rolled 
steel joists. 

The reasons for the employment of the new 
technologies appears to be a desire, and in the 
settled areas a need, for more permanence, 
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Ladies' pavilion, Dera NalVab Sahib Example of 
pre-colonial architecture in Cholistan, with limber 
framing and decO/alive brick infill 

Photo K K Mumtaz 

Details. Ladies' pavilion, Dera Nawab Sahib 

Photo K K Mumtaz 
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18th century mosque, Phulra Fort 

Photo K K Mumtaz 
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New mosque at Bhaikhanwala toba 

Photo K K Mumtaz 

Er:ample of a village mosque in one of the new settlements of the canal colollv area Note the imp 01 led 
alien aesthetic although it was executed by the same local masolls who built the houses 

Photo K.K Mumtaz 

and equally a desire to identify with the more 
"advanced" areas of the Punjab 

There is no imposed planning, administrative 
~r management framework, in which tradi
tional techniques are replaced by modem 
ones, other than the canal irrigation and land 
settlement programme itself 

Expertise The Government and" Abu 
Dhabi" structures are wholesale importations 
The designs, and practically all the materials 
and skilled labour are brought in flom the city 
And as noted above there is no cross-fertili
zation between these and traditional buildings. 

There is a vector, however, in the evolu
tionary process: the travelling, the master
craftsman or mistri He is brought from the 
city by the people He travels alone or with an 
apprentice in his service Most of his materials 
(except sawn timber and steel) and all his 
labour are locally mobilised Usually his work 
team consists of the family for whom he is 
building, and their neighbours. Most likely he 
is illiterate and learned his trade from a 
"master". Occasionally he is a great virtuoso 
or a specialist. 

As a rule, virtuoso or specialist skills such as 
arched and domed construction and deco
rative plaster or brick work, are reserved for 
mosques and tombs, or the palaces of the 
rulers. In the humbler dwellings decoration is 
restricted to such furniture as the earthen 
chest (bhikaree) or grain store (kalhod). 

Ideology' The imprint of Islam on the way of 
living is clearly evident in the customs and 
rituals associated with marriages, births, and 
deaths But as a determinant of the built 
environment the role of ideology, as conven
tional religion, is weak Patterns of settlement, 
layout of the village and form of the rural 
habitat are determined more by climatic, 
economic and social factors than by spiritual 
ones A marked exception is the architecture 
of the mosques and tombs 

In a more general sense, cultural values and 
social expectations are deeply affected by the 
transition from the nomadic life of herdsmen 
to the settled patterns of farming The 
"image" of the outsicje world does become a 
symbol of progress and advancement but the 
process is selective and conservative, for only 



those fonns are adopted which are recognised 
as conventional in other rural areas. 

The rural habitat has so far proved to be 
curiously immune to the ubiquitous PWD 
image Whether the Abu Dhabi image will 
prove to be equally "invisible" to the eyes of 
the native builders remains to be seen. 

Residential structures inside the Delawa/ FOIt 

Photo K K Mwntaz 

NalVab's lakeside lodge outside oj Derawa/ Fort 

Photo K K Mumtaz 
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This paper is based on a study conducted by the author 
undcl thc UNESCO project "Socio Cultural Reseatch 
on the Relationship Betwcen Al chitectutal Design and 
the Way of Life of Asian Peoples" Field material for 
the study was gathel cd on thl ee visits to the region 
between February, 1980 and March, 1981 The visits to 
Cholistan were made possible through the generous 
assistance and CO-OpCI ation extended by the District 
Commissioncl Behawalpur, the DirectOi General and 
staff of the Cholistan Development Authority and 
Nawabzada Falahuddin Abbasi 

Reference Notes 

I The decolated blOwn ware found at these and some 
othel sites has now established that the Harappan 
civilisation did not come to an abrupt end but con
tinued unintcllupted into the "decorated brown wale" 
01 post-Harrappan culture 

2 A large dam on the Indus 

3 Administrative Unit bclow the disttiet 

" New villages (Chaks) in the canal colonies alC 
identified by their official number 
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