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BAG SE BAZAAR

Revathi Sekhar Kamath

Ta the Delhiwalla the words
T% Karpl Bagh symbalize a shopp-
ing paradise, an endless bazaar
where, everything congeivable is
uvnilable: the ‘Hong RKong'
of Delhi. To the resident, be he

Punjabi, Tamil, Mabarmshtrian

er Bengali, it is a place hecan identify with, & *mini

Mudras’” or ‘chots Caleuttn’. To the shopowner,
it is the place with the Midas touch, where his
business is sure (o thrive and grow, almost explode.
But to the plunner, it is a verituble niphtmure, in
which commeree | ransforms itsell into a cancerous
growih extending its unconirollable tentacles into
sleepy  residential areéas, vinually smothering all
other land uses a5 it establishes iiself.

Threughout the histery of its develepment Rarol
Bagh has defied the planner and has geme its awn
way, responding to natural urban forces rther than
confotming to papér plans. The planners have failed
o estimite the pressures of economic growth as well

v s the dynamism of its residents, and the implica-

tians of both on the urban form and Fabric of Karol
Bagh. The plans chalked out have been  unrealistic,
menningless and insensitive results of alien vaiue
judgements, about the charucteristics of n ‘whole-
some environment', The gap between spontancous
building activity and the planned environment has
been wirtually unbridgable in this settor of Delhi.
In the 1961 Master Plan for Delhi, the reasons for
the phenomenal growth of shopping areas have been
attributed to the luck of o district shopping contre.
The Master Plan outlined a solution @ “The develop-
ment of o District Shopping Centre which can serve
the area would be In accordunce with the proper
development of the city and will also stop the
unhealthy development of the existing disorganized
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shopping centres, In other words, this would protect
the irea from being blighted.”

The District Centre, Rajendra Place, has been
built, but it has not had the desired effect, In fuct
its presence has triggered off further growth of com-
mercial aotivity in Karol Bagh. The aren is growing
from its status as the ‘central retail shopping district’
of the city'and joining ranks with Connaught Place
and the Walled City ns part of the Central Business
District (CBD) at Delhi.

orehard, transfiarming itself int) u part @ the CBD 4

How and why is Karol Bagh, whicltus once an
A peep into the past will reveal the answers,

Karol Bagh was an orchard owned by o Mughyl
nobleman. till the mid-ninetecnth century, The or-
chards stretched across the plain between the rock
outerop of Anund Parbat and the ridge that lay to
the west of Shahjahanabad,

In 1871 when a cholera epidemic broke out m
Delhi, the Commissioner, Colomel Cracroft, attribu-
ted the cause-to the filthy sctivities of the chamars
mnil reghors (shoe makers and tunners) of Pabargani,
The culonel had then furcibly evicted and dumped
into Karol Bagh, hoping that the forested ridge
would be enough of & barrier 1o shield the city from
the diseases that the reghors, chamars and  their
animils might breed. The administration was blind
to the fuct that the coltural and economic links of
the communities with the city would be virtually cut
off, The descendunts of these communities eontinue
to reside in the Regharpura section of Karol Bagh.

At the grand Durbar of 1911 King George V
anncunced that the Imperial Capital would shify
from Caleutta to Dethi, The new capital was to be
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Throughout the history of its development
Karol Bagh has defied the planner, and gone
its own way, responding to natural urban
forces rather than l:onfnnl-ri to paper plans,

laid out to the south of Shahjahanabad while Karol
Bagh was earmarked for the extension of the old
city.

Eminent planners, such as Geddes and Lanches-
ter worked out schemes that would integrate the new
development with the ald city, bur their plans went
unheeded. Offivials of the Tmperial Delhi Committee
prepared instead o loyout based on the conventional
rectangular gridiron pattern extending over seven-
hundred and fifty seres. The urea adjicent Lo the
ridge wus allotted to the famiilies of workers
employed in the construction of the capital us well as
those displaced by it. This section of Karol Bagh is
.knnw-n,xs Naiwala.

In the 1930s, Karol Bagh emerged as a predomi-
nantly institutional (Tibbin College, Ramjas College
and Pusa Institute) and upper class residential area,
Belying the expectations of the administration, Karol
Bagh did not prove to be popular with the middie
elasses,

With the establishment of New Delhi as the capi-
tal in 1931, alarge number of jobs were created in
the administrative set-uip, resulting in the large-scale
migration of educated individuals from the presiden-
cies of Madras and Bumbay, the old capital of
Caleutta and Punjab, The government requisitioned
private houses in Karol Bagh to accomodate these
petty officials.

The annual growth rate  of population of Karol
‘Bagh for the year 1931-32 was o phenamenal 30 per
cent, Owing to the dncrease in population the urban
serVices provided by the municipality proved to be
woelully inadequate. There was hardly any street

iting, sanitution, trunsportation  or shopping.
These services had to be organized by the residents
themselves 6t an informal level,

© Anold resident of Kirol Bagh deseribed  Ajmal
Khan Rond (Which today is the main shopping spine)

through the centre.of the area, Tongas and caris
were parked all over as there were no proper stands,
In lact, you know the ‘Bombay Cloth House® build-
ing used to be a haystack, There were only five or
six shops on Ajmal Khan Road. There were two
halwai shops, One was ‘Nanak Sweet Hotise” and
the ather...? It was across the road, A vegetable
seller sat outside the temple. The fellow is still
alive. But nowadays he sells utensils of aluminium
and stainless steel. Then, there was itlso this Mohan
Store.  He has not changed the name of his shop.
In the carly days it was a provision store, but during
the war it became what we call o fair-price shop.
Tt stocked only a few things—wheat, sugar, matches
and cloth and sold them at controlled rates. Now
it is a chemists’ and general merchants’ shop...”

Tt was only after Partition in 1947 that Karol
Bagh began to emerge asa shopping ared.  Tts trans-
formation from a residential 1o 0 commercial district
was brought ahout by a change in the character of
the resident population. .

The plans chalked out have been unrealistic,
meaningless and insensitive; results of ‘alien”
value judgements about the charactaristics of
& ‘wholesome environment’,

In Seprember 1947 the Hindus of Karol Bagh
hounded the Miislims out of the area leaving more
than 30 per cent of the houses uninhabited. The
refugees from Pakistan who were pouring into. the
city, seeking shelter, found 2 haven in Karol Bagh
as plots of Jand lay vocant and wnclaimed and
nbandoned houses were in plenty, The reflugees
broke into the vacant houses or occupied and built
on the empty plots virtually overnight.

For their livelihood, more than 50 per cent of
the refugees turned to commerce.  More than 2000
shops were established in Karol Bagh within a  span
of five years.

A young businessman recalled the old days with
obvious pride:

“You see this house we nre sitling in, we hove it

i,

1t was iine of the oldest roads in Karol Bugli and ran because of my father's puts. 1 was lying empty.
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He broke open the lock and our family occupied it
I remember, we were very tense for a while, oot
knowing whether the owner would relurn and have
us thrown out. We also had 1o protect ourscives

Eminent pla s like and L h
worked out schemes that would integrate
the new development with the old city, but
their plans went unheeded,

from other desperate men who were looking for
houses (o live in. We birricaded the doors, and stood
on guard day in and day out. The atmosphere was
one of liwlessness, n which any kind of erime could
pike plice.  Gradually the sination cosed und my
father started a small shop, dealing in optical goods.
He had been anopticien in Lahore and knew all
about the business. Al that time curs was the only
shop on Arya Samaj road, A little later he opened
u small lens munufaciuring unit on the ground Noor
and we moved into the newly constructed first floor,
The business did welf and my father could atiord 1o
send us 1o good schowls. Today, our family runs
an automobile business also.. We sturied it because
this businicss was dotng well on - Arya Samaj Road.
We sre quite rich now. But what you have w
remember is that we hitve made it out of sheer hard
work, Of course, the crime of occupying Someone
else’s house is om our heads bui [ am not ashamed
ofit. We bad no choice. You should know that
every weaithy businessman in Karol Bagh has
mdulged in crookery some time or the other 1o
establish himself. Have you read The Gedfuiher by
fortune there is 3 crime and that applies 1o Karol
Bagh. Did you know that the maike King of Delhi
has his empire in Karol Bagh? Did you know that
illicit liquor is brewed in the gullies of Reghar
pural™

Most shopkeepers in Karol Bagh have similar

spcoess storics 1o relate,  The cutablishment, ex

 sion and specinliztion of the shops follow distinet

trends.  They are outlined here.
‘Establishment and Expansion

- 1, The commercial units set up by the refugees
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were not very differemt 1o their previous busi-
ness interests in Wesd Punjab.

The shops tended to deal with consumer
goods that did not perish casily,

The shops dealt with goods that were small
in size and could be (mnsported cusily.

The investments and running capital were
marginal.

The goods dealt with had a large volume of
sale,

The rents and maintmnence cost of the
shaps were Jows=they were in Khokas, on
pavements, carls or in_small rooms facing
the main streets,

The units of retnil commerce developed
links with either wholesale dealers or manu-
facturing units at o personnl fevel, or set
up  manufscturing units themselves. For
example!

A shopkeeper with textiles would establish
links with n friend relation doing wholesale
textile business or would st up a dyeing
and printing unit or ask his friend ‘relation
1o do w0, He could thea afford to reduce
the profits per itém and compete -effectively
in the markel. The reduction of profit was
more than made up for by an increase in
sales.

A dealer in readymade garments would sell
clothes sewn by his wife and her friends, or
garments manufactured in o factory owned
by a friend or relation.

A dealer in leather goods would hire shoe-
makers from Regharpurn, supply them
with the raw materials and inform them of
the latest designs, He would only pay
them labour charges. He could thus make
a large profit with marging iovestment
while vperating from a retail establishment
only,
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8 The manufacturing-wholesale-retail relation-
ship was based more on mutual trust than
monetary. exchange. The movement of
cash took place only. after the pgoods were
sold.

9, The mobility of the commercial units with
respect to the kinds of goods sold was high,
Stocks were overhauled often so that the
shop conld sell what sold in the market at
the lowest possible rate; competition existed
not only between similar shops butr ulso
between shops of different sizes and char-
ucler. The same quulity of goods would
be found m & large shop 6n the muin road,
o small shop in a gully or even & pavement
shop.  The varicty enabled the shoppers to
exercise their choice nnd setfle for the level
af shop that was most accepteble, The
shops at the most popular level would then
emerge as the winoers of the competition
and establish themselves, while the losers
would change the quality of the goods or
switch over to another merchandise,

The gigantic District Centre in Karol Bagh is
like Gulliver in Lilliput. It can never fit, leave
alone solve its problems. It is about time
planners realized that Karol Baghis here to
stay. It hasa form as strong as Connaught
Place and a fabric as interesting as Shahja-
hanabad.

The unique faature of shopping in Karol Bagh
is the wide economic spsctrum it caters to,
unlike other shopping centres in the eity
which attract customers from a distinet
class.

With the estublishment of & kind of good ar a
“particular level in the hicrarchy of shops, the pro-
cess of specialization commenced,

. Specialization

Specializntion could oecur along o road, part ol
arond, a gully or an area,

I. It could be a spillover of commercial acti-
vity from adjacent arcas; fur example. Diesh

gouds which is a spillover from Pahirgani.

|

u 2 g
pt, Bandhu Gupta road specialized in timber
i
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The motor repair, motor body  building and
r spare parts shops from Jhandewelan spilled
Inth Naiwalan, New Robitak road  speeia-
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lized in sanitary ware and building materials
ai o mesult of the spillover from Sadar
Bazaar,

2, It could oceur owing to- the quality of work
force residing ‘in the area; for example,
Regharpura is the area where leather, meat,
and pork are available ns it is occupied
mainly by tanncrs, shoemakers and pig
reurers.

Nuaiwalan i the area where most of the
autorickshaw drivers, taxiwallas and mech-
anics live and the area is known for lis: auto-
mabile, repair and allied shops.

Western Extension Area (WEA) i essenti-
ally a middle-class locality which is why
professionals have set up their offices and
clinics there:

3. It could occur beeause of the ability
atfract more customens at an ngeregate level
For imstance: :

Hardhayan Singh road (Beadon Pura) is the
wool and testile street.

Hardivan Singh read  (Reghn Pura) is the
urensil street.

Pyarelal road (Beadon Pura) and Reghar
Fuin is the band and tent house street and
matrimonial services street

Bank street (3eadon Pura) is the jewellers
street ind  gully No, 20 (WEA.) is known
a5 the Madrasi street.

4, Locational advantages in terms of function
and Hokoges with sdjoining areas also Jead
to specialization.
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...""every wealthy businessman in Kerol Bagh
has indulged in crookery some time or the
other to establish himself."”

Arya Sama) road in the ‘automobile stree’
where there are show-rooms for cars and
scooters, second-hand car shops and large
dpare parts shops. This i3 one of the main
thoroughfares of Karol Bagh, The arcas
of Naiwalan, Thakkan Bhapa Nagar and
Anand Parbat, (where there are automobile
and servicing workshiops, Forging factories,
Fuetories manufacturing smull spare parts) lie
adjacent (o the road or at close proximity to
it. This facilitates the Arye Samaj road fun-
ctioning as an outler for nutomobiles and
allied products.

5. Specialization also occurs owing to consumer
demands.

There ure gullies in which shops catering to
the specinlized needs of a regional group
have come up, These were at first establi-
shed for the Tumils, Bengalis, Maharashe-
trians, ete. residing in Karal Bagh, but now
they draw clientele from the entire city.

The unique feature of shopping in Karal Bagh
is the wide economic spectrum it caters ro, unlike
other shopping centres in the city which atrract
customers. from o distinet class. South Extension
for instance is for the upper classes. the Sarojini
Nagur murket is for the middle elasses, while Kotla
Mubarakpur and Bhogal are for the *poorer classes’.
In Kurol Bagh the sophisticated jee cream parlours
and pizza places are found along with the flashy
middle-class sweet houses and the nameless dhabas,
Despite the diversity, the atmosphere of the entire

and Archiwature, New Delhi.
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area is similar. Karol Bagh is a ‘bargain bazaar’,
where the seller persuades -and seduces the shopper
into impulsively buying his wares. It happens in
the large departmental stores, in the streets and
gullies, us well as in the chowks.. They are all vibr-
anl, noisy, crowded, informal, authentic, indigenous
and essentially ‘Indian’,

Another phenomenon that adds to the character
of the place 15 the pattern of land use mix at the
intimate scale of a house or a single plot. The
guflies and streets of Karol Bagh are in a stite of
perpetual transition as shops expand from the size
of & single room to occupy an entire house; the
residents move into ‘posher” colonies, in Kkeeping
with the strong desire of refugees towards upward
social mobility.

The enrire 750 acres of Karol Bagh is broken
up into igular blocks, by the gridiron traffic
network. The pattern facilitates the conversion of
land use, as every block is accessible through #
number of routed. The streets, when they tuen
commercial, tend (o exclude vehiculur traflic owing
to the large number of pedestrians; and yei remiin
well serviced as fur as transporiation s concerned,
They are therefore perfeet shopping malls,

The inherent flexibility of the urbun fabric to-
gether with the charm and vitality of its refugee
Punjabi culture give Karol Bagh its unigue char-
acter as the most exciting shopping area in Delhi,

Therefore, when the multi-storeved District
Centre, Rajendra Place was consiructed In Karol
Bagh, it destroyed the delicate. urban fabric with
its formal environment. The gigantic District
Centre in Knral Bagh is like  Giuliiver in  Lilipur. Tt
can never fit, leave alone solve its problems, It s
time for the planners to realize that Karol Bagh is
here to stay. Tt has a form as strong a5 Connnught
Pliice und & fabric us interesting as Shahjuhanabad,

Baned on p thesis by the nuthor for the Masters degree i Urban aod  Regionsl Plaoning 1981, School of Plusning
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