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GARDEN II. GENERAL

In Iranian agriculture, the word bag, though usually translated as “garden,”
means more precisely an enclosed area bearing permanent cultures—i.e., all
kinds of cultivated trees and shrubs, as opposed to fields under annual crops
(zamin-e zir-e kest or kest-e salana)—in land-use statistics (the Village Gazetteer
of 1966) as well as in everyday speech. It includes orchards (bag-e miva),
vineyards (bag-e mow), olive groves (bag-e zeytiin), tea plantations (bag-e cay),
but not vegetable gardens (sabzikart or sayfikart).

Figure 10. The two types of garden location in Iran.

The most conspicuous and best-known form is the irrigated gardens of old
sedentary settlements (piedmont oases and mountain villages) in interior Iran
and Afghanistan (Planhol, 1964, p. 96). Whatever the water source may be
(ganat, nahr diverted from a stream, spring or well), the gardens are usually
clustered together close to the head-race of the irrigation network, around the
village or just below it (examples in English, 1966, pp. 53-54; Berthaud, 1968, p.
300; Balland, 1974, p. 177; Bazin, 1974, p. 45 etc.). This location allows to
irrigate them as frequently as possible, every six to twelve days in the hot
season, whereas the fields lying underneath are much less often irrigated. The
small or large plots are generally enclosed with high mud walls, or terraced in
hilly areas, and served by a dense network of footpaths and irrigation
channels. Most gardens are not cultivated between the trees, but some are
sown with grass or alfalfa or include small patches of vegetables. Wheat and
other staple crops are sown in gardens only in mountain settlements having
too scarce cropland. Temporary dwellings may be built in remote gardens
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(Balland, 1974, pp. 178-79).

Gardens of arid Iran and Afghanistan can be divided into three climatic levels
(called Hohenstufen by Ehlers, 1980a, p. 225): 1. Hot lands of the garmsir,
within the limit of date-palm cultivation, where the main crops are dates and
citrus fruit, as in Bam and Narmasir (Fecharaki, 1976). 2. Still warm lands of
the piedmonts and interior basins, up to about 1,500 meters high, as around
Qom (Bazin, 1974) or Kerman (English, 1966), with pomegranate and figs,
pistachio in the driest places, vineyards in better watered areas, and olive
trees in a quite limited district around Radbar and Manjil (Bazin, 1980, II, pp.
113-15). 3. Colder level (sardsir) of valleys and intramontane basins, e.g., in
central Alborz (Hourcade and Tual, 1979, pp. 59-61 and map 19), or West and
East Azarbaijan (respectively Berthaud, 1968, pp. 315-17, and Bazin, 1980, II,
pp- 98-101). The proportion of cultivable land devoted to gardens is low on
average: about 10 percent around Kerman (English, 1966), but varies
considerably, both regionally and locally. The highest proportion occurs in
villages or districts having the best water resources, such as the central part of
the Isfahan oasis (Planhol, 1969, p. 394).

Settlements of newly sedentarized nomads can often be recognized by the lack
of or the very small size of their gardens, e.g., the Pastan villages south of
Gazni (Balland, 1974, pp. 176-77).

A quite different pattern occurs in the Caspian provinces of Iran (Ehlers, 1971):
there the low-lying irrigable lands are exclusively devoted to rice cultivation,
and the gardens, always rain-fed, appear to be a part of the “pluvial lands”
(Bazin, 1980, I, p. 146) stretching on foothills or alluvial embankments (see
aerial photographs nos. 1 and 2 in Sahami, 1965). These pluvial lands are a
mosaic of small plots surrounded by hedges, where gardens intermingle with
scattered houses, wheat and tobacco fields, meadows, and remnants of forests.
Besides all kinds of temperate fruit species, three more specific crops occupy
extensive areas in some specialized districts: mulberry trees (the leaves of
which are gathered to breed silkworms) in western and eastern Gilan; tea in
Famanat and especially south of Lahijan (Ehlers, 1971); citrus fruit in
easternmost Gilan and western Mazandaran (Asif, 1977).

Gardens differ also from fields with respect to their socio-economic status. In
the traditional feudal-like agrarian society, the landlords could exploit their
bags in several ways (Lambton, 1953, pp. 323-25): they could be worked by the
same sharecroppers as the fields, but the tenants often paid a heavier share to
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the landlord, for instance 3/4 instead of 2/3 in some villages around Qom
(Bazin, 1974, p. 56), and generally paid it in cash and not in kind; other
gardens were given to specialized gardeners (bagdar or bagban), with whom
either the produce or the trees were shared by half (Lambton, 1969, pp.
197-98); some were directly cultivated by the landlord hiring wage laborers
(riiz mozd), or leased to a third person, particularly around large cities. In
some cases, a peasant might have planted trees that became his own property
(a'yan), with rights distinct from the land (‘arsa) belonging to the landlord
(Lambton, 1969, p. 26) or even possess a small garden in full property.

The gardens were mostly excluded from expropriation in the three successive
stages of the Iranian land reform (Lambton, 1969, pp. 68 and 221; Ehlers, 1979,
pp. 444-45), unless the peasants possessed the ayan. In many oases of central
Iran, all the landlords’ interests and efforts focused upon gardens, something
which led to a more intensive exploitation of existing gardens, while the
surrounding fields distributed to their former tenants fell into decay, owing to
an insufficient supply of water (Ehlers, 1980b). On the other hand, the large
agro-business estates created after 1970, often in connection with dams and
large irrigation schemes, paid little attention to gardening, except for a few
mulberry plantations in the Caspian lowlands. More and more inhabitants of
large cities such as Tehran have bought gardens in order to build summer
dwellings or tourist accommodations in a pleasant environment (Hourcade,
1979, p. 132).
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