Additional Notes to the Exhibition, March 2009

Panel 6. Rebuilding Lives. Refugee Camps. Land

Resettlement and New Identities

Refugee Camps and the Humanitarian Work of Lady

Edwina Mountbatten and Rajkumari Amrit Kaur

Alan Campbell-Johnson noted on 28 August 1947

the tour of 12 refugee centres and seven hospitals

that the two ladies had recently completed:

Lady Mountbatten and Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, the new [Indian]

Minister of Health, have just come back from the heartland of

the communal frenzy, visiting no fewer than twelve refugee

centres and camps, as well as seven hospitals and a number of

other medical units, engaging in numerous conferences with

officials, from the Governors of the East and West Punjab

downwards. It has been a heroic errand of mercy to the point of

danger at the hour of trouble.

Rajkumari, by birth a member of the Kapurthala family, is a

Christian and a close disciple of the Mahatma. She is a sensitive

woman, whose air of resignation and sadness of expression

serve to mask an indomitable will. Within twenty-four hours of

becoming India’s first Cabinet Minister, she was confronted with

one of the most gigantic tasks of human salvage even for this

era of concentration camps and displaced persons…

On Tuesday 26th they were in Jullundur and Amritsar, which

was… like a place of the dead. At the end of an exhausting day,

having visited in all seven hospitals and refugee centres, where

appalling conditions prevailed, news came through of a savage

attack on a lorry of non-Muslim refugees from Sialkot. Lady

Mountbatten at once returned to the Victoria Memorial Hospital

to see the victims, many of them horribly mutilated. At 10.30

pm. she was in close session with Tara Singh, who is at last

beginning to tremble at the wrath he so readily invoked. Lady

Mountbatten left for Lahore at 6.30 the next morning, and

visited a Muslim refugee camp and training-school before

breakfast. There followed inspections of two more camps and

two more hospitals before a sandwich luncheon and departure

for Rawalpindi, where another thorough round of tours and

conferences began. This morning they repeated the same

proceedings in Sialkot and Gujranwalla, before returning to

Delhi.

There could be no more compelling catalogue to testify to Lady

Mountbatten’s devotion to duty. Her report on the situation on

both sides of the Boundary is disquieting enough. The refugees

are now in a state of mass hysteria. Neither side has any trust in

the intention, assurances or actions of the other Dominion. She

reports also that there is a complete lack of confidence in the

Punjab Boundary Force.

On 30 September, however, Campbell-Johnson

reported what he believed to be a lull in the

communal violence:

There has… been a wider dispensation – the frenzy having spent

its first destructive force – disease and famine, which by all the

laws of probability should have exacted the final penalty, by the

deeper laws of providence have so far passed over without doing

so. As far as human effort is concerned special credit is due to

those responsible for health and food services on both sides of

the border. A prodigious number of cholera injections,

vaccinations and other inoculations have been carried out. India

has flown large supplies of cholera vaccines to Pakistan. The

works of mercy and healing shine out in the communal

darkness.

Land Resettlement Issues in the Eastern Punjab

Ramachandra Guha’s study on India after Gandhi .

The History of the World’s Largest Democracy (2007)

contains a chapter entitled ‘Refugees and the

Republic’ which describes the process in unusual

detail: 18
A large number of Muslims had left East Punjab for Pakistan. But

there was an even greater influx of Hindus and Sikhs into the

east from Pakistan. Most of these refugees were farmers.

Together they had abandoned 2.7 million hectares of land in

Western Punjab but across the border in India where they now

had to make a living only 1.9 million hectares had been left

behind by Muslim farmers who had fled the opposite way. Not

only that, the new lands were also less fertile than the richer,

abundantly irrigated soils they had been cultivating in the west.

The unenviable task of reallocating the reduced acreage of land

fell upon the Indian government and its civil service workers. As

a first step, they assigned each family of refugee farmers 4

hectares irrespective of its past holding; they also gave loans to

buy seed and equipment. As families began to sustain

themselves, applications were invited for them to claim more

land, depending on what they had owned in West Punjab. Within

a month, there were 500,000 claims! These claims were then

‘verified in open assemblies consisting of other migrants from

the same village. As each claim was read out by a government

official, the assembly approved, amended or rejected it’.

Refugees tended to exaggerate of course, but were deterred by

the open assembly method; if a claim turned out to be false they

were punished by a reduction in land. Nearly 7000 officials were

needed to support this difficult and complicated process; these

officials ‘came to constitute a kind of refugee city of their own’.

Sardar Tarlok Singh of the Indian civil service and a graduate of

the London School of Economics led the rehabilitation operation.

He used two interesting rules for allocating land, and this is

where the innovation and pragmatism in the whole operation

comes most clearly to light. Though claims had been filed,

because of the reduced acreage, none of the refugees could be

assigned as much land as they'd originally owned. Everybody’s

claim had to be reduced by a certain percentage. Plus, there had

to be some way of accounting for the differing fertility of land.

Sardar Tarlok Singh came up with two measures, the standard

acre and the graded cut, which dealt with these issues, and this

is how:

A standard acre was defined as that amount of land which could

yield ten to eleven maunds of rice. (A maund is about 40

kilograms.) In the dry, unirrigated districts of the east, four

physical acres were equivalent to one standard acre; but in the

lush ‘canal colonies’ [where irrigation was strong], one physical

acre was about equal to one standard acre. The innovative

concept of the standard acre took care of the variations in soil

and climate across the province.

The idea of the graded cut, meanwhile, helped overcome the

large discrepancy between the land left behind by the refugees

and the land now available to them – a gap that was close to a

million acres. For the first ten acres of any claim, a cut of 25%

was implemented – thus one got only 7.5 acres instead of ten.

For higher claims the cuts were steeper: 30% between ten and

30 acres, and on upward, so that those having more than 500

acres were taxed at the rate of 95%.

With this rule, there clearly were losers, and the losers, of

course, were those who had once owned huge tracts of land…

Standard acre and graded gut are simple rules, but their

simplicity helped in solving a complex, very large-scale land

allotment problem that involved thousands of people. By

November 1949, about a year and a half since the operation

began, Tarlok Singh had made 250,000 allotments distributed

equitably across the districts of East Punjab. Not only that,

‘neighbours and families were resettled together, although the

recreation of entire village communities proved impossible’. The

resettlements were so successful that ‘by 1950, a depopulated

countryside was alive once again’.

18 Summarized at: 

http://thirtylettersinmyname.blogspot.com/2008/02/resettlementof-

refugee-farmers-after.html >

