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Abstract

One of the infrastructure programs for the economic development of
the plains located in the western slopes of the Zagros Mountains in the
Sassanid period has been the establishment of water transmission systems
and water supply canals. This article tries to introduce the Nahr-e Velash
(Velash’s creek) in the northeast of the Sar Pol-e Zahab area as one of these
examples with a descriptive method and historical approach, which has
transferred the water of Alvand River to Zahab plain. This canal is 30 km
long, a little more than two meters wide and one meter deep, and with exact
calculations, it passed through the northern margin of agricultural lands
in the Sar Pol-e Zahab area and finally reached Zahab plain as the most
important fertile plain on the western slopes of Zagros Mountains. The
construction and maintenance of the canal, as a large project with about
51,0003 of digging, was naturally beyond farmers and villagers reach
in the region, and its creation and maintenance were possible only with
government support. The nature, distribution, and location of historical
monuments in the region show that this irrigation system was established
to develop the agricultural economy of these regions, and it was probably
established during the reign of the Sassanid king, Belash (Vologass), and
by the governor/lord of Velashgerd/ Belashghar (Qara-bolagh site). In
recent years, two more irrigation canals have been created parallel to this
canal. The choice of this route with modern knowledge shows that the
engineers of the Sassanid period had high knowledge and exemplary skills
to create this canal and were able with accurate scientific calculations in the
construction and location of this canal. As the agricultural hub of the region
to cultivate water. Although at present the patterns of operation and the
method of water distribution of this canal are not clear to us, this carefully
engineered project is an important infrastructure for the prosperity of the
region’s agricultural economy in the Sassanid period.

Keywords: Irrigation canal, Nahr-e Velash; Sar Pol-e Zahab, Sassanid
Period.
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Introduction

The Sassanid government, with the control and management of water,
made huge investments in agricultural development based on irrigation.
Due to the potential of southwestern Iran and its vast plains for agriculture,
most of the archaeological evidence related to the canal system in Iran
has been obtained from this region (Khuzestan, Deh Luran and Fars).
Numerous networks of streams and water supply canals in Khuzestan led
to the flourishing of the region’s economy, which has been well analyzed
by archaeologists. However, the discovery of a new water supply system,
this time in the western foothills of the Zagros Mountains, and in a plain
of the Zagros plains, is not only important in itself, but also the study and
analysis of that field of analysis. Will enable archaeologists to take an
integrated look at this water supply system and the ancient sites in this
landscape; Provide more logical analyzes of the archaeological landscape
of these areas in the late antiquity. In this article, we review and introduce
an irrigation system and its importance in Zahab plain, which was more or
less known before. Given the great impact of water supply channels on the
agricultural economy, it is necessary to examine the role and importance of
this engineering structure that has provided the necessary infrastructure for
the prosperity of the region’s economy in certain periods.

Although there is no written record of most of the known specimens
in Iran, some documents and inscriptions indicate that the establishment
of these large irrigation systems was funded by the government. In fact,
the construction of such facilities was beyond the capacity of farmers and
villagers in the region, and the implementation of such huge projects would
not have been possible without government support. Therefore, it seems
that this issue should not be overlooked regarding the Velash creek. In this
research, the issue of creation and exploitation of Velash creek in Sar Pol-e
Zahab area has been studied and by analyzing historical documents and an
integrated look at the geological archeology of the region, Velash creek in
its historical and archaeological context. It has been studied, analyzed and
finally an attempt has been made to answer the following questions.

1. When does the Velash Creek dating back? and what do the
archeological and historical documents tell us about its dating?

2. What is the pattern of digging and creating a canal and which parts of
lands in the region have used the water of this canal?

3. What impacts or effects of the Velash Creek has on the agricultural
economy of the region, and whose support this project?
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Nahr-e Belash / Velash’s Creek

Zahab is fertile plain with an area of about 170 square kilometers with
suitable bed for agricultural activities. Apparently, in the Sassanid
period, the inhabitants of the region, especially Dasht-e Zahab, using an
engineering and calculated model and aiming to cultivate large parts of
the east of Zahab plain under irrigated cultivation, built a water transfer
canal for the benefit of Excavation and irrigation of agricultural lands in
the eastern half of the plain has been transferred from Piran waterfall in the
northeast of Beshiveh district to Zahab plain, which is known as Velash
Creek.

Canal has 30 km long; two meters wide and one meter deep and its
water flow is about 200 liters per second. The width of this canal in the
floor is between 150-140 cm and due to the slope of the ground, finally
the water has risen to a depth of 80 cm from the floor of the canal. At
least 51,000 cubic meters have been excavated to create this canal. This
amount of excavation is equal to 20,400 people per working day, which is
equivalent to the continuous work of a group of 100 people for 7 months.

The results of the study and a look at the dimensions, size and nature
of the sites and their distribution pattern indicate that only the residents
of Sarpolzhab area who could have constructed, operated, managed and
to take care of such a system, there were people who were stationed in
the Sassanid period in the Qara-bolagh complex (Qala-Belakh= Qalah
Belash), the city of Holwan, Kalaveh, Qaleh Shahin or Qaleh Yazdgird.
Based on the current findings and evidence, it is clear that the appropriate
option as the founder of this project is the ruler who based in one of these
collections.

The interesting thing about the canal’s antiquity is its name. The locals
call the canal Nahr-e Velash/ Belash. As a rule, Velash is not a modern
name and even such a name was not very common in the Islamic period.
Historical texts mention the construction of a city called Belashghar/
Belashfar near Holwan, that is, modern Sar Pol-e Zhab, which was founded
by Belash (Vologass), the son of Firouz. Balashghar or Velashgard /
Velakshgar/ Belashgard means the city of Velash (Vologass)/ Belash. What
interesting is that the name of the founder of the city in the Sassanid period
is similar to the name of the founder of digging a huge water supply project
in the region and the proposed area for the city of Balashghar (Qara-bolagh
complex) is only 2.5 km away from the Velash creek.
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Conclusion

The Sassanid government, with the control and management of water,
made huge investments in agricultural development based on irrigation.
The creation of water supply systems such as Shah-Godar creek, Velash
creek and Kalar canal indicates the design of an agricultural development
program in the western slopes of the Zagros Mountains during the
Sassanid period. Given the effective efforts made in this field to develop
the agricultural economy in areas such as Khuzestan during the Parthian
and Sassanid periods, it seems that the design and implementation of such
infrastructure projects have gone to other parts of Iran, including Moghan
plain in the northwest, and Kermanshah province in the west of Iran have
been stretched and caused the prosperity of agriculture in these areas and
with such a large investment, significant changes have been achieved in the
landscape of the region.

Although limited reports of such projects have been published outside
of Khuzestan and Fars, detailed and targeted studies aimed at understanding
agricultural patterns and agricultural land use can provide new perspectives
on the environment. Agricultural economy to provide other parts of Iran
and show how much the Sassanid government has paid attention to the
development of agricultural infrastructure (see for example the situation of
the Gorgan and Moghan plains).
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Fig. 2. Nahr-e Velash from the source to the
end (Google earth, 2016).
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Fig. 3. Nahr-e Velash in North of the Beshiveh = Rk Berimevand
district (Photo by: Reza Azizi). -
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Fig. 4. Nahr-e Velash in the West of the
Beshiveh district (Photo by: Reza Azizi).
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Fig. 5. Nahr-e Velash in the edge of the
Eastern part of the Zahab plain (Photo by:
Reza Azizi).
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Fig. 6. Nahr-e Velash in the edge of the Eastern
part of the Zahab plain, a view towards the
plain (Photo by Reza Azizi).
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Fig. 7. Nahr-e Velash in the East of Zahab
Plain and a parallel modern canal inside of it
(Photo by Reza Azizi).
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Fig. 8. Nahr-e Velash in the land farms in the
west of the Majid Qaleh Parvar village (Photo
by Reza Azizi).
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Fig. 9. Nahr-e Velash near the Noshirwan
village (Photo by: Abbas Bavarsaei).
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Fig. 10. Nahr-e Velash and its branches in the Zahab Plain (Corona satellite image).
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Pl. 1. Calculation of digging the Nahr-e
Velash, discharge of the Canal, and time
that water needs to go to the end of the canal
(Mohammadreza Alibaigi).
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