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Foreword by Sohail Hashmi
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All ancient civilizations, those that graduated from
hunting and gathering to settled agriculture, had
developed methads of harnessing water for agriculture
and for daily consumption. Each civilization adapted
to the peculiarities of their climatic conditions, the
terrain they inhabited, the seasonality of precipitation,
and developed techniques that were best suited to

their conditions.

In different parts of the world from the heights of
Andes where the Incas lived to southern Mexico,
Guatemala, Northern Belize, and Western Honduras
inhabited by the Mayas, from the flood-prone plains
of the Nile in Egypt to the lands inhabited by the
Assyrians, the Sumerians, the Romans, the Chinese,
and other ancient civilizations, there were as many
solutions to problems of seasonal plenty and scarcity,
even excess and flooding, or paucity and absence of

water that were unique to each society.

In India, during the times about which we do not

know enough, there were those who sertled in the
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foundacion upon which the edifice of the nation state
i constructed, Despite the phenomenal diversity--
climatic, cultural, social, and historical-that has
informed these myriad ideas of a glorious past,
there is one similanty that cuts across all, and that
is our refusal to learn anything from this fantastic
past, especially when it comes to practices that help
sustainable living.

We are creating newer and newer methods to
exhaust our resources, ones that we do not have the
mechanisms to regenerate. And one of these resources
is water. The speed with which we are consuming,
polluting, wasting, and destroying this one resource
that every civilization had learnt to conserve makes
one wonder if we can actually claim to be more

civilized than all earlier civilizations.

The slim volume Delhi Heritage—Top 10 Baolis put
together by Vikramijit Singh Rooprai, a young heritage
enthusiast and photographer, looks at stepwells and
their importance in meeting the water requirements
of the residents of the capitals that rose and fell in
what is now the national capiral rerritory of Delhi,
and also of the villages thar have existed in this region

much before the capitals came up.
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The idea of writing about baolis came to my mind
sometime around 2012, Since then, | started exploring
and learning more about these structures. It took me

five years to collect the information that could do

justice to such a book.

To my surprise, many travellers writing in English
ignored the water structures of the towns in their
accounts. Most writers took the water structures
for granted, probably because they were availabie
in such abundance. Except for one or two major
baolis, most historians did not mention the others.
On the face of such a situation, this book became a
challenge. | had to learn Urdu to study documents
that have not been rtranslated yet. A book in
Japanese and few records in Persian revealed many
secrets, after | got some help in deciphering them.
Some historic records mention more than hundred
baolis in Delhi, out of which less than fifteen are
accessible to the public today. After many debates
and lengthy discussions with experts, | was able to
compile this book,
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four storeys of this baoli, as water had filled more
than half of the structure. In 20010 and 2011, | paid
many visits to Rajon, Gandhak, and Ugrasen baolis.
These three happened to be most famous back then,
apart from Hazrat Nizam-ud-Din ki Baolh. On 31 May
2012, 1 was invited by Sohail Hashmi to accompany
him and Dr Narayani Gupta to see the Red Fort
Baoli. | had not heard about this one tll then. This
visit was a game-changer, as, for the very first time,
| saw a functioning baoli. The water pockets around
the well were much higher than the water level due to
which spouts of water were gushing down the well.
The water level inside the well and the tank was low,
since water was pumped out of the baoli for irrigation
purpose. | always had a perception that baolis were
long, rectangular structures. The Red Fort Baol,
being an L-shaped structure, broke that myth. Later,
my expeditions led me to find that the baolis of Feroz
Shah Kortla, Arab ki Sarai, and Tughlagabad also

don’t follow a rectangular pattern.




What is a Baoli?

Since the beginning of civilization, humans have

tried to hold water for their consumption. In India,
techniques to store and source water have evolved
from the Great Bath of Mohenjodaro to modern dams
and reservoirs. In the last 1,500 years, people in South
Asia have refined their ways of accessing subterranean
water by extending the utility of wells. We started by
digging wells, building step ponds and baths, and
later realized that water used for bathing and drinking
was no longer potable. Hence, the architects came
up with an interesting solution in some parts of the
subcontinent, where wells and ranks were constructed
separatelyyet connected by awindow. These structures
became popular by many names like bawadi, bavari,
vaav, pushkarni, barav, baoli, bavali, bain, or simply
‘stepwell’ in English.

Pacing page: The Red Fort Baoli tank,
with the well shafr visible in the lefr and
seps From the west visible partially in the
lowver right corner .
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the underground warer aquifess

and gave us such fine architecture like the Red Fort’s
L-shaped baoli and Feroz Shah Kotla’s circular baoli.

Another interesting thing to note is that many baefis
in Delhi have their wells towards the south with steps
leading from the north to the south. In case of the
baolis of Hindu Rao Hospital Complex, Tughlaqabad,
and Arab ki Sarai, the well and rank arrangement
does not match the said description, but one flight
of steps in each case still descend from the north to
the south. Old Fort Baoli and Ugrasen ki Baoli had
a different requirement and space constraint, hence
the steps lead from south to the north. The only

19
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Baolis were nor sources of warter, bur also
served as important community sites. Almost all
baolis and tanks had a place of worship attached to
them. The oldest reference in Delhi is of Anangtal

Inresduction ko Bavits

in Sanjay Van, Mehrauli, Tt s a stone's :W IWI:
from the remple of Yogmayd. The Sum!hund t.lﬂl
Faridabad) came later, built by Raja 5urljp.a
i had a Sun Temple attached m‘ll.'-
The Muslim reign hegan after this, following which
almost every baali constr cted was either attached to
a dargah or a mosque, Every religious place needed
water Ia-:r its daily rituals and for the visitors. And

they always had a source of water within the
;'nmgilt‘::-:. I.Jc[,;ending on the footfall, it could be
1 well. a tank, or a baoli. It is very difficult to say

]

whether the baoli/tank/well was built because of the

(in

F‘lﬂ}'lh 1 armal

religious structure or otherwise. One very interesting
practice related to public waterbodies can still be
seen in the smaller villages of India. According to this
practice, men do not go to any public waterbody
around noon. Noontimes were always (and still are)
reserved for women. If men need water, they walk
close enough to the waterbody such that they would
not be able to see anyone present there but can
talk to someone inside. They either cough or shout
to check if women are present at the waterbody. In
case there are ladies using the baoli or the pond, they
respond and give the man some water. If no response
comes, the man is free to go to the water source.
I do not think that such a practice is followed at
the wells. But | have observed this custom in many

21
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feroz Shah Tughlag (r. 1 351-1388) took special
interest in strengthening the infrastructure of his
empire, Not only did he build new structures, but also
invested time and money in repairing buildings buile
by his predecessors, One of the best examples would
be the Qutub Minar, which was extended by Tughlagq
to its present state consisting of five storeys. Feroz
Shah is more famous for commissioning buildings of
architectural shapes thatwere seen as unconventional
during his era. He is also considered the father of
the irrigation system in India for channelizing rivers
to provide water through canals to a large part of

the country.

Feroz Shah Tughlaq came to power after the death
of his cousin, Sultan Muhammad Bin Tughlag.
Muhammad Bin Tughlaq was known to be a lunatic
king. His decision left the treasury dry and the

economy collapsing. Feroz Shah avoided the throne

for a long time, but due to pressure from the nobles,

he eventually agreed to be the third sultan of the
Tughlaq dynasty.
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amuse some first-time visitors 15 that many devotees

also write thew prayers aon a pi::ct anaper and stick
themn on the walls, Of late, people have also started
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ol the baoli.

This baoli is situated right before the pyramidal
structure, containing the Ashokan Pillar, which

A stuninid N view of the daeli as seen from the remains of the

Eastern Tower




The shim valume Delly Heritage — Top 10 Baolis put
together by Vikramjit Singh Rooprai, a young heritage

enthusiast and photographer, looks at stepwells and

their importance in meeting the water requirements of "

the residents of the capitals that rose and fell in what
is now the national capital territory of Delhi, and also
of the villages that have existed in this region much

before the capitals came up.

ISBN: 978-93-89136-11-1
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