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@ro M) 6erUmwo

Kerala District Gazetteers, ALLEPPEY. Compiled and Edited by
Sri. A.Sreedhara Menon

Published by State Editor,Kerala Gazatteers (Government of
Kerala), Trivandrum, 1975

Chapter IV: AGRICULTURE AND IRREGATION, p.158: Land Reclamation

Kuttanad the rice-bowl of the District is a supreme example of land
reclamation from water through the ages' [Land reclamation in Kerala,
V.R.Pillai and P.K.G.Panicker p.26]. The reclamation of land for purposes
of paddy cultivation has been tried successfully in this area on a fairly
extensive scale. The history of the efforts at land reclamation in water-
logged Kuttanad goes back to the early decades of the 19" century(same
authors p.26). The authors of the Land Reclamation in Kerala give a detailed
account of the history of land reclamation projects in Kuttanad. The pioneer
in the field was one Iravi Kesava Panicker who belonged to the aristocratic
Chalayil family. He formulated an ambitious programme to reclaim that
portion of the Vembanad lake which was situated at the mouth of
Chennamkari river. The project was ambitious in so far as it involved the
diversion of the course of the river which was about 30 feet deep at that
point. A barrier was erected /159/ across the river at its mouth by the local
labourers with indigenous materials. Whole stems of coconut trees were
piled up in two rows on the bed of the stream. A broad corridor which was
formed in this manner was cemented with garbage, river sand and clay
and it emerged as a bund. The ring bund rising from under the water was
like a dream come true. It was indeed a remarkable engineering feat,
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though a risky and extensive operation. Mr.Panicker had evolved a technique
of bunding eminently suited to private individuals with limited resources
and this is being followed in this region to this day. The pioneering efforts
of Panicker, however, roused local opposition. The Diwan Peishkar Raja
Rama Rao who made an on-the-spot study of Panicker's project exonerated
him and even blessed his efforts at land reclamation. The block which
Panicker eventually reclaimed out of the Vembanad lake and put to
cultivation was called Attumuttu Kayal indicating that it was reclaimed by
bunding a river. Emboldened by the success of his initial efforts Panicker
carried out other reclamation schemes also. One of the blocks which he
had so reclaimed was named Raja Ramapurum after the Diwan Peishkar
Raja Rama rao while his last block named Mathikayal to indicate his own
personal satisfaction at the successful completion of his schemes and
his desire to retire from such efforts in future.

The successful experiments of Chalayel Kesava Panicker helped to
convince the local public of the immense potentialities of Kayal cultivation.
It may be noted that the reclamation of land from water was more economic
at the time than the purchase of cultivable rice fields as the cost of
reclamation was much lower than the prevailing purchase price of Rs.500
to 700 which had to be paid for every acre of rice field. The example of the
earfy pioneers was followed by several other enterprising agriculturists in
later days, the most notable among them being Kalathil Antony Mappila
and Chirayil Thomman Mappila, By the beginning of the 20th century about
5,500 acres had been reclaimed from the Vemhnad lake. Reclamation
work was, however, stopped in 1903 in deference to the wishes of
Government of Madras who expressed fear that Vembanad Reclamation
would adversely affect the development of Cochin port. After protracted
correspondence and several conferences the ban on reclamation activities
in the/I60/Kuttanad area was withdrawn in 1912. The efforts at reclamation
were thereafter continued with great enthusiasm. The scarcity of food grain
during the Second World War and the Grow More Food campaign served
to give a momentum to the work The most outstanding figure in the recent
history of Vembanad reclamation is the punja magnate, Thomas Murikkan,
who reclaimed about 2340 acres. On the whole 20,000 acres of Vembanad
lake had been brought under the plough by 1945.
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