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Nangla Maanchi is the name of a settlement in Delhi that grew over the last 30 years along
the western bank of the river Yamuna, over the fly-ash deposits of a thermal power plant. As
this settlement expanded in myriad ways, self-organising its internal architecture of houses and
lanes, it remained hospitable and welcoming to many working-class immigrants into the city.
During the same 30 years, the city of Delhi also ‘developed’, and so did its ambitions of
being a triumphal city. Nangla Maanchi could not be permitted to stand uninterrupted in the
face of this ambition. Like most other settlements along the river, it had to go. The judiciary
and city administration together ensured that it would not be allowed to linger and obstruct
the proposed new design of the riverfront.
Since 2004, a few practitioners from Nangla have been using a small Cybermohalla lab to
think and write the many textures, rhythms, biographies and stories that animate an urban
space like Nangla Maanchi, make it breathe and grow. These practitioners were in dialogue
with colleagues from CM labs in another squatter settlement, the LNJP basti, and the
sprawling resettlement colony of Dakshinpuri. Their reflections are eloquently summed up
in this simple couplet about Nangla:

Pyaason ki pyaas bujhata hai Nangla,
Dilli shehr mein aane walon ka basera hai Nangla
It quenches the thirst of the thirsty, such is Nangla,
It shelters those who come to the city of Delhi, such is Nangla
On 29 March 2006, the municipal demolition squad arrived at Nangla. The space became
an outside for its own inhabitants, as it witnessed the razing of the boundaries that made
it a neighbourhood. Anybody could walk in and walk out. The young practitioners of the lab
dismantled all the things that make a lab, along with packing up their own family
possessions, and prepared themselves for the long battle of shaping life after this big blow.
Joined by fellow practitioners from the Dakshinpuri and LNJP labs, by teachers and
community workers from Ankur and by practitioners from Sarai, they struggled with writing
their everyday. They talked to people daily. They extended the thresholds of their listening.
They recorded innumerable voices. They collected documents as evidence for court
proceedings. They debated on how to frame the desolate topography of abandonment, of
destruction. They visited evictees in their new houses and shelters being erected pole-bypole, mat-by-mat, in other areas. They travelled long distances to look at the barren
promised land of resettlement. They sat inside the stripped, empty lab, and talked with
visitors about the approaching ‘new’ city. They discussed Nangla with people at bus stands
and in their own homes and in different localities. They wrote, translated and shared their
impressions of this event with the wider world through a blog.
This collection of writings is from the blog that records this moment. A moment that is
increasingly a reality in the daily life of the city of Delhi.
Today, Nangla’s entrance lies littered with the handbills of property dealers, suggesting
possible spaces for relocation on the city’s periphery. Turbulent times for Nangla’s
inhabitants are not over. The settlement stands half-demolished, without electricity, and with
its community structures shattered and dispersed. Its inhabitants continue to search the
city for spaces to begin new lives, and await the decisions of the courts on the destiny of
the site that once was their home.
Prabhat Kumar Jha (Ankur) / Jeebesh Bagchi (Sarai)
25 June 2006, Delhi
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Nangla’s Delhi
Cybermohalla Practitioners

The Road opposite Nangla
27/05/2006
Jaanu
There is a popular saying in Nangla:
A cooling river and a pair of hissing serpents flank Nangla Maanchi.
The river is the Yamuna, and the serpents are the two wide lanes of the Ring Road with their
speeding traffic.
Even strangers clasp each others’ hands to navigate the Ring Road.
Loudspeaker
10/03/2006
Jaanu
A sound emerges from the loudspeaker of the mosque, and spreading through the lanes,
envelops the settlement, giving it something unique to be recognised by. Every place has
mosques, but there is something special about the experience of the mosque here. Each
evening, a new sound emanates from here and makes home in people’s minds. Sometimes
the sound startles; sometimes it brings joy. Whatever the feeling, the sound makes everyone
halt for a while. People otherwise immersed in their work pause for a moment. Feet stop on
the way to their destinations, morsels of food remain uneaten in hands and mouths.
Some sounds have become very common, and do not cause anyone concern. But there are
a few which snatch away people’s hunger, thirst and moments of leisure, despite having
become common. And there are those which mean trouble for one person alone, but
everyone’s ears perk up on hearing them. This last is a familiar sound – the announcement
about a missing child.
“Pay attention! This announcement is about a little boy, wearing a cream-coloured outfit,
blue Roopali slippers on his feet, short hair. His age is about 3 to 5 years. His name is
Danish, his father’s name is Nasruddin. Please come to the mosque and take your child”.
The main hafiz (custodian) of the mosque continues to call out till the child’s family comes
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to take the child. Sometimes the microphone is placed in front of the crying child so that
his or her parents or neighbours can recognise the voice. The child wails “ammi” or “ma”,
“ abbu” or “papa”, depending on how he or she addresses her parents. Or the child simply
cries. These are quiet sounds, which drift with the wind and then fade away.
But some sounds lash everyone like thunder, bringing disquiet with them. Like
announcements to get ration cards and identity cards made. People line up outside the
mosque to find out where the documents will be made. Then the hafiz makes his inquiries
from the pradhan (the local leader) and announces all the details from the microphone of
the mosque, bringing some comfort to everyone. Now people forego their work and leisure,
and get down to filling and submitting the requisite forms.
Some sounds are strangers. For instance: “Mr Such-and-Such has been looking for Mr Soand-So since this morning. Wherever you are, please come to the mosque and meet him”.
Hafiz sahib calls out like this many times.
Some sounds are ‘event sounds’, or ‘incident sounds’. Once a young boy met with an
accident, and this was announced from the mosque: “A 15-year-old boy has met with an
accident near the traffic light on the Ring Road. Everyone, please reach there and identify
him”. On hearing this, people immediately begin to make their way to the spot.
There are sounds of things getting lost or having been stolen, and then being found: “Some
gentleman has dropped his bag. The name is Ghiyasuddin. There is around Rs 400 in the
bag. Bhai sahib (brother), kindly come to the mosque and take your bag”.
There is another prominent sound in the settlement – that of contestants in elections. When
important politicians like Tajdar Babbar, V.P. Singh, etc. arrive, it is announced from the
mosque: “The entire settlement is requested to reach the Ring Road and get onto the bus
that is waiting there. There is a rally today at Jantar Mantar against the demolition of jhuggis
(squatter dwellings)”.
People get all the latest news in this way, via the microphone.
Sometimes the news is so harsh that it makes everyone’s hearts ache: “The settlement is
going to be broken today. Everyone should stay at home”. But today, even this has become
common. Not much thought it given to it any more. Still, some people’s breathing becomes
quicker and frailer on hearing it.
Oh, but I almost forgot one pleasant sound: “Today so-and-so is getting married. Everyone
who has been invited, please come to the school for the feast… One more thing! Our Hindu
brothers are also requested to come. Special arrangements have been made for your
food”. This can be heard on some evenings.
There is also a sound that can be heard every morning. It announces that it is time for children
to reach the mosque for their daily tutoring. The sound of the azaan (call to prayer) and the
namaaz can be heard at the scheduled time. And during festivals such as Eid, Bakr-Eid,
Muharram, and on Fridays, it is as if small crowds of voices rise and spread from the mosque.
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Notice Board
10/02/2006
Jaanu and Lakhmi C. Kohli
Signboards.
Sometimes they tell the way, sometimes they give unsolicited advice, sometimes they
instruct on how to conduct oneself in the city, and sometimes they distract by making one’s
attention wander. “Gas pipeline underneath. Do not excavate”. “The name of this crossroad
is ( — )”. “Welcome to Delhi Railway Station”. “Get your tenant verified before trusting him
with your house”. “Punctured tyres are repaired here”. And then, amidst the quiet breathing
of many in front of an emergency ward, a board announcing “Emergency Ward”. “Please
Use Me” written on garbage bins. And a board in my neighbourhood that gives the
impression of the presence of a property dealer in the vicinity: “Cheap plots available here”.
There is one more board that falls in the company of these boards. It’s a notice board that
appears from time to time in front of city colonies in the wake of the state’s “cleanliness
drives”. It’s a board that doesn’t say anything of its own, but repeats the contents of the
sheet that is pasted on it. One such board stands in front of a locality in my neighbourhood.
It reads: “This land is the property of the government. It should be vacated.”
Everyone’s hair stood on end each time they saw this board.
It was the cowdust hour, a dusty dusk. Komal bhai read this board as he entered the
settlement. Image after image appeared and marred in his mind. Carrying these forming,
dissolving images through narrow lanes, he reached his house. He rested his hand on the
frame of the door and called out, “Meena, open the door”. Meena recognised her husband’s
voice and opened the door immediately.
Komal bhai said, “Take these bananas. Where is ammi? Has she eaten dinner?”
Komal bhai’s mother heard his voice and said, “Yes, son. Bahu (daugher-in-law) fed me, and
was sitting with me when you came. Now both of you eat and then get a good night’s rest”.
Komal bhai washed his hands and face, asked Meena for his waistcloth, wiped his face with
it and then tied it around his waist. Meena had spread some newspaper on the bed, laid a
plate with food on it, and now she sat waiting for Komal. He came and immediately broke
a piece of bread. Then, as he put the morsel in his mouth, he said,
“Meena, why don’t you eat…”
He became quite for a while, and then said, “Meena, have you heard … ? ”
“Why, what happened?” she asked.
Komal bhai said, “Today as I entered the settlement, my eyes fell on a blue board. It read,
‘This land is the property of the government. Vacate it’”.
“I have known about this for some days now. Ask ammi, if you like”.
Ammi couldn’t contain herself any longer and came and sat on the bed by her son. She said,
“Son, there’s nothing new in this”.
“But there is, mother. I read the board today”.
“But son, that board has been there since Tuesday. Bahu pointed it out to me. Everyone
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knows about it. Son, worrying will not help. Go to sleep. Whatever will be, tomorrow
morning, will be”.
The night was pitch dark. The window of the room was open, but nothing stirred. It was as
dark inside as it was outside. Everything looked alike. The footsteps of a drunk man began
to be heard. Lost in his own world, he was saying something. Suddenly, his voice became
louder:
“Mark my words! This settlement will get broken tomorrow. Otherwise I will change my
name!”
Another voice came, “I dare you to even touch this settlement!”
“Tomorrow it will be seen! Tomorrow it will be seen!”
As soon as Meena heard these voices, she got out of her bed and said to Komal, “This
settlement won’t remain tomorrow”.
“You’ve seen a bad dream. Go to sleep”. Saying this, Komal turned over to go back to
sleep, when he heard the same voice. He raised his head and concentrated. He heard: “This
settlement will be broken tomorrow! Don’t think I am drunk, I am in my senses today!”
Komal said, “He is some mad drunkard. Don’t worry, Meena. Come, sleep next to me”.
Komal and Meena woke up together in the morning. Both listened to the sounds coming
from the window, trying to make out the time from these sounds. But they felt disoriented.
Waves of silence and restlessness seemed to be flowing in through the window.
Komal jumped out of bed, opened the door and looked out. He stepped out, moving through
the lanes, towards the entrance to the locality. Doors to every house were open. It seemed
there were far more doors, too few walls in these lanes. This was the morning when the
drunkard’s words were going to become reality. Police forces descended on the settlement
like a fog, settling over everything, changing everything just through the touch of long
fingers. Spotting a uniformed man, Komal walked up to him and asked, “Bhai, what is going
on here?”
The policeman replied, “Why? Haven’t you read the notice board?”
“No sir, I haven’t”.
“Well then! Empty the colony! It will be demolished today”.
Seeing Komal talk to the policeman, some people came and stood near him. The words of
the drunkard began to ring in their ears, as if mocking them: “You thought I was drunk last
night! Look, look for yourself now! Watch the liquor from last night flow today morning! Now
go and vacate your houses. Go! All these big bosses – these policemen – they are not going
to stand here wasting their time!”
Komal turned towards his settlement, looking at the narrow lane leading into it. In all these
years that it had been there, today was going to be the first time that a vehicle other than
a bicycle was going to pass through it.
This ‘first’ vehicle was going to be a bulldozer. And once it passed through, there would be
no scope left for any other vehicle to pass through ever again.
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“W
Where…?”
09/02/2006
Ankur
Manilal reached Shershah School to get his daughter admitted.
The teacher asked, “Where do you live?”
“In Nangla Maanchi”, Manilal said.
“Where is that?”
“Do you know the road that leads to NOIDA from in front of Pragati Maidan? It’s on that same
road, beyond the red light immediately after Pragati Maidan”.
“Yes, I know. The swamps with a few bushes… almost a lake… But there aren’t any houses
there”, the teacher said, trying to recollect the place.
“But now there are, madamji”, Manilal said.
It was quite difficult to explain. No one used to go to this place that Manilal was talking
about. Everyone used to pass it by on the Ring Road that lay in front of it. Then four or five
families filled up some parts of the swamp with sand and built their houses there. They
covered as much area as they could manage. These were houses without walls, with a
tarpaulin sheet as roof. People who lived there would be out in the city all day, and return
here in the evening. They felt lonely here. There would be darkness all around them in the
evening. Lights twinkling inside the few houses in the expanse would deepen the darkness.
No one came near their houses at night while they slept. In the morning, everyone would
wake up to the same four or five people around them.
Manilal was one of these people. He knew that as much land as he could labour and fill
would become his. He was quite clever. He made a lot of land his own by filling it. He had
come to the city alone, but now he decided to call his family from the village. His brotherin-law was the first to arrive. They made some plans, filled up and acquired land according
to their calculations, and built their house on it. Then both of them called their wives and
children.
In this way, some more people came and settled there. Then an environment began to form
– residents would go to work in the morning, return in the evening, buy household items
from neighbouring Maharani Bagh, Bhogal, Ashram, cook at home, chat with their children.
This is when Manilal decided to get his daughter Minu admitted in school. She got admission
in the 1st standard. Now Manilal would drop her to school, and pick her up when school
ended. When, on the way back from school, he would ask the bus conductor for a ticket to
Nangla, the conductor would ask, “For where?”
Then Manilal would tell them the same thing he had told the teacher. But slowly, the
settlement grew and expanded, and with that, news about it percolated into the city.
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What Was Nangla
22/03/2006
Dilip
1. He calls himself the pradhan of this area. Clad in a kurta and a dhoti, a cap with a pointed
tip set on his head, he said, “Listen. In the beginning there was water all around. We got it
filled with sand. What we didn’t fill up now flows as the river Yamuna. The settlement which
came up by the river has three parts in it, all of which together are known by the name
Nangla Maanchi”.
2. He is 28 years old, and his hairstyle is like the hero Salman Khan’s in the movie Tere
Naam (I Dedicate to You). He is wearing white pants and a black shirt with shining pearls
sewn on it. “Friend, there was nothing but swamps here, which three or four people filled
up. I was one of them, though I was so young at the time. As soon as the swamp got filled
up, house after house came up here”.
Bunty
11/03/2006
Ankur
It was one morning that I first saw that 17-year-old boy in this neighbourhood… He was a
somewhat dark complexioned, and weak in one arm and leg. He wore a white shirt and a
pair of black pants that day. He had a pen in one pocket of his trousers and a mirror in the
other. He was walking down the lane saying, “Hello, good morning” to everyone he passed.
Some children followed him around, calling out, “Madman, madman!” At that time, seeing
him, I couldn’t think about him beyond what I saw.
Slowly, through his mode of talking, his style of dressing, his ways and his manner, he made
a place in many hearts. He would roam around the basti (settlement) with what seemed like
the curiosity of an outsider. He could be seen anywhere. Wherever people would see him,
they would say, “Bunty, do you want to eat something?” and he would reply, “No, I have
already eaten with the amma there”. Children would chase him and tease him, and when
this troubled him, Bunty would pick up in his arms any passing street dog and scare them
with it. But as one of his hands was weak, the dog would slip out, and this is what frightened
the kids the most. They would run away.
Bunty was very fond of dogs. One could often see him carry a little pup around with him.
And when he would go to sleep at night – on some bench or bit of raised ground in the basti
– he would tie the pup next to him. And in the morning he would walk around with it in his
arms again.
He came to my lane one day and started talking to everyone. It was evening. Sunlight was
receding, and there was no electricity. He came and sat on a raised platform. People
gathered around him. They all wanted to know more about him.
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My father asked, very gently, “Son, tell me, where is your home?”
Bunty replied, very quietly, “Uncle, in Bihar”.
Papa asked, “How did you come here?”
“Uncle, I was playing inside a train with my friends. Suddenly the train started moving. All
my friends hopped out. But I couldn’t, because of my weak leg. I got off at Nizamuddin in
Delhi, and came to Nangla. Here I met this sister…” (he pointed to a middle-aged woman
we knew).
He kept chatting with everyone for some time. Then he ate at my home. He left our basti
that day. People still remember him.
Of Late
02/02/2006
Jaanu
Of late, Nangla seems to be emptying. When I step out for a walk in the evening, there are
fewer people in the lanes. Till recently, I used to have to watch my step; but now it seems
to me I can walk without care.
The group of men who had made the threshold of one of their houses their usual spot to
play cards, were a usual sight. I haven’t seen them around for some days now.
Far fewer people can be seen in the market. Sellers sit around, waiting, with nothing to do.
A friend tells me he gets ample space to play these days. Earlier he either had to make do
with little, or had to “capture” space.
People who manage or own eating places say a lot of food gets left over from the day, even
though they prepare it in quantities that would usually get consumed in a single day.
Fewer CDs and television sets are being rented out from shops.
Public toilets don’t open at 4:30 am as before.
The person who mans the STD phone booth says almost no one comes to make calls these
days. Maybe now they don’t need a phone to keep in touch with the places they used to call
up.
X-1 Days to Disappearance
28/03/2006
Shveta Sarda
Packing up and leaving from Nangla has begun. According to Shabana, Ankur has also left.
This is a very rapid development – when I met him last Tuesday, there was no talk of this
possibility; but by Sunday his family shifted out.
But Nangla was lively today. There were two new faces, Riyaaz and Omveer. Mukesh (who
I sometimes run into in Bhogal, near where I live) was also there. Akhilesh and Dilip as well.
Of course, Jaanu was there. He said, “Nangla Maanchi is not breaking this week, so you are
seeing so many faces”. As I entered Nangla, there was a tempo with an entire house packed
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in, ready to move. Akhilesh said, “Wadhwa Tempo”. I met him at the entrance. “It’s not a
Nangla tempo. They have got someone from outside to move their things”. There was a
huge rally yesterday at Jantar Mantar. Tajdar Babbar, V.P. Singh… all political leaders were
present. Anwari aapa (elder sister), who everyone knows but whose name it takes everyone
time to remember, had walked around Nangla yesterday with a big stick, catching young
men by their collar and telling them, “Go to the rally”. She has lived in Nangla forever. A
young man walked around saying, “This is where I grew up, this is where my grandmother
died. What should I leave behind here, what should I take with me?” Many went to the rally.
It was a huge rally. Women went in big numbers. They lost their slippers in the rush of the
rally. And also because they took them off and beat the police. And there was police. Tear
Gas. Firing. Water hoses. “Mistryji” is just one who has come back with a bullet hole in his
arm. “We beat them with all our might. We had gone wearing old slippers so that we would
not regret losing them, or their breaking”, said the women. They all went with belans (rolling
pins) and sticks, and used them.
But faces are smiling today. They have been told the demolitions will be postponed by three
months; Ajay Maken (Minister of State for Urban Development) has promised this. The truth
value of this will be known once some of our comrades go to the nearby police station to
ask them on which date they have been asked to be present to oversee and control the
“crowd” during demolitions. Jaanu had gone to the police station yesterday, with Avantika
and Shabana from Ankur. The head constable looked at them, then through his papers, then
around the room, then back at them. “Oh, it will certainly be felled. See, I don’t want to
break it. But break it will. If not today, then tomorrow. But sooner rather than later. Our force
will be present. It has to be. Otherwise, how will it happen? See, demolitions will happen
over four days. First, two days of peacefully trying to evict, and the last two days to make
it happen, one way or the other. First the most illegal dwellings, and last the pre-’98 ones”.
So now we all have a clearer image, and can rehearse it in our minds before it happens.
The landlady of the house in which the CM lab is, and who lives above the lab, has emptied
her house. “If it is postponed by three months, maybe I can let it out to someone else. I
have packed up. When it has to break, then why wait?” She had gone to some meeting this
morning, and was not there when the lab had to be opened; Jaanu just undid the screws of
the bolt and opened the lab. She had come in, holding her child to her breast, laughing and
saying, “I will have you reported for breaking in!” She spent the entire morning washing the
house and the corridor, cleaning everything. There has been no electricity in Nangla since
yesterday morning. “It’s probably a local cut”, Jaanu said. “Maybe they cut it or people
would not have gone to the rally. I am sure they are replacing cables right now. I am sure
it will be back by evening”. Everyone agrees. “You should have seen this place yesterd a y … ”
Jaanu again. “I walked around after people had left for the rally and put stickers [It quenches
the thirst of the thirsty…] on everyone’s thresholds. I almost got beaten up. But everyone
is happy with them today. Make sure we have more tomorrow, ok? We’ve run out of the ones
we had here”. It was as if the entire locality had gone fluid today… so many people just
came into the lab. Just dropping in, chitchatting, and going away. Old men, drunk men,
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young men, all men. “What are you people doing?” Just general conversation. Jaanu has
decided not to remove the photographs he has stuck on the walls. “When the basti breaks,
and this room is broken, they will fly around, and people who pass through will pick them
up as puzzles without a location…” We made plans today: for a broadsheet, for texts, for
photographs of saji hui (decorated) Nangla; for mails to be written on the CM list, for
companion conversations in the other labs; about the speed of time in thinking about the
making of Nangla and the speed of time as we wait for it to be broken; about how to write
about people who just dropped in for a while today, about the texts everyone had written,
about Jaanu’s plans to play his recording of the “Loudspeaker” text, maybe from a deck or
from the microphone of the masjid; about making the lab a convivial space for the coming
time, even if short; about mails sent out on various lists and about how many stories will
now slowly link in, about people shifting, about cricket, about things in general. Now I am
waiting to see what tomorrow morning will bring.
“E
Ever ything Is U nd er Cont r ol…”
30/03/2006
Love Anand
A group of policemen is standing at the corner of the lane, as you enter. They are chatting.
One of them is holding a black walkie-talkie, shaped like a portable radio. It suddenly comes
to life with a voice crackling through it. The policeman holding it replies, “Sir, yes, work is
progressing well. Everything is under control. The houses that are supposed to be broken
are being broken. Everything is under control. Yes sir, our force is all over, sir. We have
spread ourselves all over the basti”.
“What’s the latest?”
“People whose houses have to be broken are removing their things quickly and leaving, or
sitting together somewhere. Sir, I will keep reporting to you, sir.”
The disembodied voice sounds satisfied.
The policemen have pasted their backs to the walls of a house, so that people struggling
down the lane with their beds, bags and other things are not blocked, don’t stop. An official
in plainclothes and two policemen are walking around in a group. The plainclothes man
looks around. He is holding a bound sheaf of papers. He looks around, then looks at his
bound papers. Then he points: “One, two, three…” Men with hammers, who have come with
him, begin to move towards the first house he has pointed at. People and families who know
their houses are to be broken have been emptying their houses. Their hands have not
stopped in breaking apart the decorations that they had once made with their own hands.
A man stops before a family packing their things and says, “Bhai sahib, take the plastic and
metal things you can carry, sell the rest to a scrap dealer”. There is a mela (carnival) of
scrap dealers in the lanes of Nangla today. They are filling big sacks with plastic and iron
and weighing them. The dealers in scrap have no rest today; no quiet moment. They have
come today not only on bicycles, but with pushcarts as well.
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A man passes, wheeling his cycle laden with his tools, calling out, “Get your stoves
repaired, get your stoves repaired...”
Maybe he is also searching for his everyday in the lanes of Nangla. He keeps calling out,
and then passes on, through one lane, into another.
No Thoroughfare
12/04/2006
Nasreen
When I went to Nangla Maanchi for the first time, walking through the lanes looking for the
Compughar, I realised the lane was just like the lanes of LNJP colony, the neighbourhood
where I live. Each lane branches into several others, or many lanes join it…
As I passed through the lane from the outside, into Nangla Maanchi, my eyes fell on a public
call booth (PCO/STD booth) on the right. Next to it was a wall of a house. And on the wall
was written, ‘Do not enter; knock, ask permission and identify yourself before entering’. On
reading the line I was confused – is this line for the phone booth or for the house? If it is for
the booth, then surely it has been painted to attract eyes to it. But if it is for the house?
Maybe there are young women in the house, and this line is to stop strangers from just
walking in!
Many questions arose in my heart, and I stopped there a while, wondering. Just then, I saw
a young woman walk up and then enter the door in the wall. That’s when I realised it was
probably a beauty parlour. There was no signboard to announce the beauty parlour. Maybe
there had been one before, and had been removed at some point of time for some reason.
Today, when Nangla Maanchi is being broken, so many people will be passing through that
door, from one side to the other. The line ‘…ask permission...before entering’ will become
meaningless.
No pair of eyes will halt to read the line.
The door will become a thoroughfare.
A Slow Fire Spreads in a Dense Forest
01/04/2005
Rakesh Khairalia
As soon as the fear in the heart settles into the eyes, the wind, space, objects, everything
turns into nothingness. Such a sight that makes the heart tremble and break, as soon as it
appears before the eyes, the body feels as if it is being bitten by a thousand ants. All kinds
of thoughts make their home in the heart.
The work to break houses in the basera (dwelling) is in progress. Broken pieces of walls
hold shoes, slippers, toys, calendars: left behind by those who lived within those walls.
Some more houses are being broken, and people walking around carry in them their whole
imprints, knocking at their hearts. But no one has any response to this knocking. Standing
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at the corners of lanes, people listen to the sobbing of those whose houses have been
broken, are being broken. There is nothing to do, except console. Time has reached a point
where it is difficult to leave anything, to seek and discover anything. What was this, if not a
series of events meant to annihilate? It is like a slow fire spreading through a dense forest.
Looking at it, the thought of doing something boils in the heart. But who can win over time?
Fighting continuously, man’s self slowly withers. However much you gather, when time
comes with its balance sheets, what one has to pay will always be exorbitant. One pays with
all that one has. The rest of the extortion will happen later…
The imprints of those who passed by these lanes, and rested on the thresholds of houses,
will slowly fade away. The reveried dancing of human mischief will now disappear. There
were times when each morning would come wearing a colourful cloak of rituals and
celebrations. It would bring with it attractive faces with smiles that could not be missed.
One would see groups of people roaming, celebrating some festival of the everyday. But
after today, no one will be seen sharing such happiness with others.
Eyes beholding the scene around them today slowly fill up with fear. On which oasis should
people pause to think about their wayward fate? Fate has left them helpless; all they can
think now are ways in which they can manage not to leave behind the small things that they
have gathered and now possess. So much lies buried in the heart. When it sprouts out of
one’s mouth, the anger can only be against one’s own self.
“H
Has He Left? Ar e Y ou Le avin g…?”
30/03/2006
Lakhmi C. Kohli
1. “When someone is executed, they are asked what their last wish is. We were not asked
even that. ‘We will inform you of the date, we will keep you informed’… and look where they
have brought us today. You tell us what sense to make of this? First they came and wrote
numbers on our doors, and said, ‘This one will not break’; and then they came and painted
over the numbers themselves. What are we supposed to do now?”
2. Two people, breaking their own houses, to each other:
“When did he leave?”
“ Arre bhaiyya, just last night he lifted a ‘committee’ [an informal saving system in which a
group of people pool in monthly, over a fixed duration, and hand the amount to the lowest
bidder each month] for Rs 20,000 in only Rs 5,000. He didn’t have any money for hiring a
tempo. Having gathered his utensils and other things around him, he sat on them and cried”.
“Yes. How can someone not cry after having lifted a committee at a loss of Rs 15,000?”
3. Two men in yellow helmets are consistently hitting the wall with big hammers, testing
their strength. Next to them, their supervisors sit under a shade, papers in their hands,
surveying the lanes with their eyes. Eight or nine people stand near the hammering men.
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One man, something bundled in his hand, leans against a nearby wall, watching the
hammers fall without blinking. Someone walks up to the group of men and asks, “Has he
left, the one whose house is being broken?”
A man in a green shirt replies, “No, I don’t think he has left still”. The other man leaves. A
man standing near me tells me, pointing to the man in the green shirt, “It’s his house”.
4. When my eyes fell on it, the words “Oh look, what a beautiful house!” escaped my lips.
The man sitting atop a mound of rubble inside the house turned to stare at me. A woman
sitting next to him spoke, her eyes moist: “Arre bhaiyya, we got it painted just three months
ago. The colour was my elder daughter’s choice, she searched a lot before she found it.
She insisted on this parrot-green colour. And look how we are all scattering now. Where will
we go now? There was no notice; and look, the entire dwelling is broken. It was morning,
we were drinking tea when we got word that this was going to happen today”.
5. “You want to take this as well?”
“Why not? It is ours”.
“But the tempo is filled, there is no more space”.
“So what? I am not going to leave anything of mine here, whatever you say”.
“You have pulled it apart, but how am I to lift it? Just look at it, it has fallen into the drain”.
“Don’t argue, just lift it up”.
“Oh, you won’t listen to me…” Then, calling out, “Hey, Bablu! Just see if it will pass through
the lane…”
6. “Why are you breaking it, you wretched doers of ill? Why are you burying us alive? May your
chest rip open, may it be infested with worms. You yourself sit in ventilated rooms and don’t
let us rest even in the sun…” A woman walked up to the cursing old woman and said, “They
won’t listen to you. But we won’t go from here. I’m not one to leave because they are here. I
have all the documents. Let me see how they touch my house. I will make them tremble, let
them try”. And speaking in this way, she sat down by the door, and kept muttering to herself:
“I won’t let them touch my house. I won’t let them break it”. Sometimes her voice would remain
to herself; and at other times it would boil out of her, and reach others.
Nangla Inside Outside
29/03/2006
Priya Sen
How do I begin to write about today? I have hardly begun to absorb it. When we were leaving
the Compughar (CM lab) at four this evening, my colleague Prabhat from Ankur, while
locking the familiar green door, said, “So we have seen this too. In my 13 years of working,
I have not witnessed something like this”.
I had nothing to say. I remained silent.
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The Compughar was emptied in the course of the day. The computers, furniture, lights,
fans, files, negatives, cassettes, boards, were moved. They were loaded onto a tempo that
was standing with many others on the Outer Ring Road. Traffic is usually heavy on the Road.
Not today. Today it was slower than usual. To those passing by and going towards
Nizamuddin Bridge, it seemed like the settlement on the left was spilling onto the streets.
Strange. The settlement had become part of the scenery. And like the scenery, it was not
supposed to be spilling so.
Along with the tempos, there were truckloads of policemen in riot gear. Those cane shields
they hold always remind me of garden chairs. Maybe that is what they are. And the padding
on the khaki slip-on protective vests is so thin that the wearers look like they’re in line for
haircuts. Yet, sadly, police presence looks like police presence; and it is enough to make
thousands and thousands of people do what the police want them to do. In phases. First
the shops would go. Then the structures on the outer edges. Then the homes that had a
painted sign that said ‘NDS’ (No Documents Shown), and finally the ones that said ‘P98’ (pre1998). All on different days, starting from today. The peepul tree that patterned the light
coming into the lab has a way of seeming omnipresent. Today I saw that it was. Looking up
from the roof of the lab that is also the terrace of the first-floor residents, the peepul tree
spread into the sky for miles. On the other side was a three-storied structure that was being
broken apart by the people who lived there. The odd thing was that all the activity was so
noiseless. If I hadn’t followed the hand movements of the two men who were hammering
the wall of the house, I wouldn’t have registered it. The loudest sound was of the birds. I
believe they were on that tree.
There had been a wedding this morning in the adjoining lane. There are two more to go.
One tomorrow, and one the day after. The dholaks (drums) and the sequined pink and red
outfits of the children playing at the video game consoles that were now outside made me
wonder how different it might have been yesterday. Not that much. On one of the main
roads of the basti, the one that also leads to the edge of the Yamuna, there was a sea of
things. Inside out upside down and waiting to move in the direction of Outer Ring Road into
tempos that would scatter them into a headless city. For now, they formed patches of
shade. Walking took much longer than usual, and not only because the things came in the
way of one’s steps. There was no longer a self-contained line between inside and outside.
And perhaps boundaries have something to do with the speed with which one manoeuvres
different terrains.
I don’t know. Blur.
“W
What Is the City, but a Passage from in Front of Us?”
06/04/2006
Lakhmi C. Kohli
1. “What is the city, but a passage from in front of us?
“When people passed from the road they would say, ‘It is so smelly here. People sit naked
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on the road, and shit on the footpath’. They would file complaints… there has been so much
investigation into how we live, so much said about how we ought to live. They have broken
this place down, the first chance they got…”
2. “Just last night, there was a meeting in which our pradhan told us, ‘There will be a
decision soon [about what is to become of the remaining houses, built before 1998]’. But
let me tell you this – there is no decision to be taken as far as the courts are concerned.
In the court’s papers, this place is not written down as Nangla Maanchi, but as a place
where people are living on poisonous fly ash deposits, people who need to be saved”.
3. “What is to be done in the face of such power? Just think about it – I am the only incomeearning member of the family. I have had the floor of the house re-laid twice, got a new door
put, and was even going to get beams put to hold up a stronger, heavier roof. Now I am happy
I didn’t, because then I would have had no money to hire a tempo to transfer my things.
“My children, who are studying in the 6th and the 8th standard, have just cleared their exams.
I had been hearing for so long that Nangla was going to be broken, I kept postponing
getting them admitted into the next class. But when I did, finally, this has come upon us…
“ Arre bhai sahab, let me tell you – my basic cost of living is Rs 2,000 now. I have taken a
place in Kale Khan at a monthly rent of Rs 1,200. I have to come here every day. I will have
to spend Rs 800 per month in daily commuting. After all, I can’t just simply leave this place
empty, can I? Who knows when they will come and demolish everything, or maybe they will
give us some slip of paper as rehabilitation. Who knows…?”
4. “How can we fight back? Who should we fight against? The charge to fight comes from
being able to see the face of the power we have to combat. But that face has never made
an appearance before us.
“On 27 March, we had walked all the way to Jantar Mantar. Some politicians had also come.
They came by car, said something, and left. But a doubt remained in my mind, and the next
day as I took my bicycle and headed out to where I work, I saw police personnel in the
thousands outside Pragati Maidan. My doubt turned to reality, and I came back home. And
I saw they had spread over the entire basti.
“On seeing so many police where I live, I couldn’t decide what to do first – go and get my
children back from school, go and pack my things first, inform others who were not there …
It is the first time I have seen such a thing.
“If they wanted to remove everyone, why didn’t they do it all together? What can the few of
us left behind do now?”
5. “Who knows on what hope everything is resting? There is no stillness in anyone anywhere.
As if everyone is roaming around continuously. Eyes and feet don’t rest anywhere.
“Somewhere everyone is hoping, whatever it is that gets made here, they can at least give
us some work in it”.
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6. “I have lived here so many years. My heart broke each time I saw someone passing from
in front of my door, their things packed. I wanted to call out to them and ask them to stay.
Earlier, when someone used to leave, we could at least ask them to come stay in our house
for some time. But now circumstances have made the relationship such that it is not in our
power to even ask anyone to stay behind with us…”
7. “That no one will get any place to stay from the government after this is broken, is
something everyone knows. But still, everyone is holding on here. Earlier we were all
fighting for a subway or a pedestrian walkway to be constructed over the Ring Road, so we
could cross it in peace. But now when there are no people to cross the road, where is the
question of asking for a bridge of any kind! Today we cannot fight the one who bears the
responsibility of breaking our homes…”
8. “Nothing is about to happen. Look at me today. I am sitting in a lane filled with the rubble
of houses. So many bricks that it would be impossible to count them.
“We have been left to be here with what hope? There is no electricity for the last 12 days.
There are so many mosquitoes that people will soon die of malaria.
“I can’t sleep at night because there is no electricity, and by day I sit looking at the rubble
of houses. Now tell me, how can we understand this?
“When the park across the road was getting made, and the road was being remade, we
were all so happy. Now today this basti is being broken and something new will be made in
its place. Tell me, how should I understand this, make sense of it?”
9. “When doors begin to be bolted in a place in the city, where they would earlier always be
open, then how can we think about the city?
“It is as if time has disintegrated and collapsed. Eyes look without blinking at heaps of
rubble in the lanes, numbers inscribed on walls. But still there is something in this place that
will never become quiet. What is that?
“My being, my self – a self surrounded by a place from where my eyes can neither travel
into the city, nor make a map of a world”.
Not This Kind of Freedom
31/03/2006
Yashoda Singh
I had been running from this place, this Nangla. It shows us a deep shadow of our future.
A future that will not let go of us. It follows us, gazing at us through different frames.
I have seen people tire of boundaries. But Nangla does not want its freedom today. It
doesn’t want this open field, where cards can be played by people sitting on top of the dull
heartbeats of their own things. They don’t want to approach the flowing tap alone, where
till yesterday there used to be a long queue, standing in which people used to disperse the
fatigue of their day. Today Nangla is like a woman’s make-up that has been sullied. Walls

540 / Sarai Reader 2006: Turbulence

painted with beautiful colours, where till yesterday one could see handprints of henna and
oil, are now sites for hammers to make manifest their irritations. Each lane was known by
its smells, but today there is so much dust in the air that it is impossible to seek them out.
But people stand, giving each other support, not allowing themselves to break apart like
the walls. One slipper from a pair has got left behind on the brick lane. A bag filled with flour
is hanging on a wall, but maybe no one is hungry. People are leaving, and as they go, they
leave behind time, peering from walls, tins and cans, lined on their windows without frames.
When a space is being made, the people making it get so tired. Sometimes bricks fall short;
at other times, people realise there are no girders, or that the concrete mix is over.
Now, as far as the eye can see, there are only bricks.
There is a calm smile on peoples’ faces, because their fears have become real. There is a
search in their eyes for a new dwelling. I heard something from my friends here, which I had
never heard, never seen before in my life. As the basti was being broken, a young woman
was being sent to her new home after being married. Hearing this, my heart went out to
her. But then I thought, what if it were the other way round, and a new bride was coming to
Nangla with blessings and advice to build a new home? How would she imagine setting up
a house on reaching a breaking settlement?
I had once heard that a woman’s self finds its dimensions through setting up a home. But
there are no homes here today, so what can be said about a woman’s self, her being?
Young children are playing in the sand, their dust-laden lashes gathering up dreams in their
innocent eyes.
Broken
31/3/2006
Suraj Rai
A woman, packing her household, getting ready to move, said, “My son got this made on
his birthday. That wall, it is the residue and the result of the estrangement between my
husband and his brother. This roof, it was made pukka (permanent) when my son got his
first salary”. Today, each house is retelling the tale of its making before it is broken. The
age of a house can only be known when it is being broken.
Some people are unable to say goodbye to their houses. The strong sunlight slips from their
heads onto their faces, shining in their eyes. Life on the road outside is normal, as usual.
Traffic is passing.
With wishes in their hearts, and exhaustion in their bodies, people are moving towards their
own homes. It is difficult to tell whether what they see is a settlement being built, or torn
down.
Labourers break the homes, sweat flowing over their bodies. While breaking, they don’t see
the colour, the beauty of the houses. Rather, they measure and say how little has been
spent on making one house, and how much on the other. Inhabitants of Nangla are leaving
in search of a new place to live. Who has come from where won’t be a question for the new
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place that people go to now. Nor will there be questions such as: who lived there before
us? Who will live there after us?
These thoughts won’t appear till people fashion that new place in their own ways.
There Is No Doubt Now
31/03/2005
Neelofar
Now most houses have been broken. People are breaking their houses with their own
hands, and taking out that which may be of use later.
The inner wrappings of the houses, which we decorate for ourselves, are now visible. Like
a wall, with several newspaper cuttings of big photographs of heroes and heroines pasted
on them. They draw the glances of passers-by at least once.
Now there is a stillness. Maybe because the bulldozers have moved through here, once.
And there is no doubt now that they will return, again and again. And now there is no room
to resist. A history of so much time that people have carried away with them; and others
are yet taking it with them and leaving. And that time which remains is slowly being buried
under rubble.
For a handful of days more there will be talk of all this in the newspapers, and then the talk
will get over.
Remains
30/03/2006
Suraj Rai
Everyone is lost in the rhythm of a drumbeat today. Someone is busy packing, someone is
sitting near the samaan (goods). All around, things are being packed, things are being
broken. And things are being chosen and picked up from what has been broken. Children
are collecting scrap metal and buying ice cream in exchange for it.
Some people are thinking of leaving, others plan to stay here a few days: ice cream sellers,
gram sellers, scrap dealers, etc. Some are looking at the road, hope in their eyes. And
some are sitting in their houses, their dreams and desires shrinking from around them into
their eyes. It takes many kinds of people, many kinds of small environments, to come
together and make a basti. But in this time of sadness, everyone is looking alike. The same
kind of household things, the same kind of wishes and soon they will gather all these and
depart for a new place.
After so much has happened, the streets and lanes are still intact. Some children playing, and
some women cooking, can still be seen in the lanes. Many people have emptied their houses.
But they have left their shadows on the walls. Each wall tells of who lived by it, with it, what
kind of stubbornness and desires they lived with. It’s as if this remains printed on the walls.
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The Weight of Time
29/03/2006
Neelofar
Time has a weight, and people carry this weight with them. For instance, just now I crossed
a man who stopped me. His face was wet with sweat from carrying a heavy load, his
breathing was heavy, his clothes had become dirty from carrying so many things. He said,
“Madam, listen… Is our dwelling going to be broken as well?”
I didn’t understand. He asked his question again. Then he said, “We don’t have anything –
no proof – except our ration card, which was made in 1990”.
Whenever I have spoken with anyone in Nangla, there is a pride in them of having made this
place. They say, “It was nothing before we came here”. They say, “We have lived here for so
many years”. The names of shops are painted on the walls. So-and-So Tailor, STD Phone, Beauty
Parlour, and more. Doorframes and thresholds have been decorated with care and love. Neither
the walls, nor what has been painted on them, nor the decoration, and not the time which these
hold, can be taken along with anyone today. But doors and shutters can be removed and carried.
So hammers are knocking at them. But these sounds are few, and far between.
Disappearance
29/03/2006
Neelofar
Nangla has swollen, and is hurrying today. The police are sitting in long, endless, straight lines
in front of Nangla. Bundles with household materials are lying in clusters all over in the space
between the Ring Road and where the houses of the basti begin.
In the lanes, there is sound of peoples’ conversations.
A cot is spread outside a house. A television set, and some bundles tied up in tight knots are
kept on it. Between them a man is sitting with some diaries and a telephone in his hand. He is
looking at the people passing in front of him.
Some faces are smiling. Maybe there is some comfort in knowing, “I am not alone in this…”
A boy is standing on top of all the carefully packed, tied-together household things. He is about
eight years old. He has a stick in his hand, which he is swinging in the air. He is looking at
everyone around him, slowly turning round and round as he watches.
Almost no one is inside their house today. Everyone is outside, sitting at the doors, or along
the lanes.
A woman wearing a sari is standing, her back resting on the wall of a house. She looks
about 45 years old. She keeps adjusting her pallu on her head. Her eyes keep shifting, as
if searching for something.
A man is carrying things in both his hands: a fan in one and a bunch of tubelight holders in
the other. He has anger in his eyes. He speaks suddenly in a loud voice, angry with the MLA
(Member of the Legislative Assembly), with the government. He looks around to see who is
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listening to him, who will join him in this.
A 60-year-old woman is standing in the middle of a group of five policemen and saying,
“Don’t do it today. There is a wedding here today. What are you doing?”
She looks around at their faces, which remain expressionless.
Reaching Nangla Today
29/03/2006
Nasreen
Many conversations reached my ear when I walked into Nangla. There was a restlessness,
and there was hope that someone would put in a word in their favour to ‘higher authorities’,
so that the basti would not have to be emptied today. Even so, people were emptying
houses, collecting all the samaan in one place outside each house. I walked on ahead and
saw a woman washing clothes. How could she not know? How did she look so relaxed? She
did not let her restlessness become manifest. A few steps ahead. An old man and two
young children were taking all the samaan out of their house. Just ahead, I heard the sound
of beating drums. Then I saw some rituals were in progress. A lot of people had gathered.
The drums beat loudly. A man danced to the drumbeats, in the middle of the crowd. The
face of the new bride, being sent to her new home, was awash in tears. I walked on. The
lab was around the corner. As I waited outside the lab, the street was very quiet. There was
no activity here like there was in the last lane. A lot of people had gathered in the house
next door to the lab. The deck was not playing any music today. We met the aunty, who
lives in the house above our lab. She started talking to me and told me there was another
marriage to take place that night, and the girl had even been through the haldi-besan (ritual
beautification with turmeric and gram flour paste) ceremony. Aunty was very sad. She kept
saying, “Where will we go at such short notice?”
We talked for a while. The lab was still locked. I started retracing my steps towards the
outside. Someone was removing the roof of his house. Two people were carefully packing
their china and glass utensils. Everyone was talking. Someone said, “What will we do now?”
Someone said, “Can’t the politicians do something?”
Someone said, “It doesn’t look like this basti will last any longer”.
Someone cursed the police; someone else said, “They are only following orders from
above”; someone added, “They will carry the curses of the poor with them when they leave”.
Outside, the road was lined with tempos. A boy stood inside one tempo. He was putting the
heavier samaan at the bottom. Three young girls walked to the tempo and handed him
some more things. The boy took them and quickly put them in their new place in the tempo.
People sat in the space between the road and their dwellings, they sat by their samaan.
Some sat on cots. A voice from behind me asked, “What are you doing?”
I turned around. It was a police jeep with three policemen inside.
I said, “I am waiting for a friend”.
“What are you doing here?”
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I told him we had a lab in Nangla Maanchi, and that is where we were going.
Then I asked, “Will Nangla be broken down today?”
He said, “Beta (child), it will not be broken just yet”.
I looked at him. I thought, he is giving me false hope…
Just then his mobile rang, and he got busy. I moved on.
When One Map Breaks
06/04/2006
Love Anand
A big weighing scale hangs in the middle of the basti. A man stands by it, two sacks hanging
from his bicycle. He is holding another medium-sized weighing balance in his hands. He is
weighing some iron pipes on it. Some men and young children are standing around him. The
weight on one side of the balance reads ‘5 kg’. Then he pulls out a few ten-rupee notes from
his pocket, and counting them, he hands them to one of the men. This done, he moves
through the lane towards the outside.
I met him at the bicycle cart of the rasgulla seller. And a conversation began, just like that.
“I live in Kale Khan. I have been frequenting this basti for two years now. I usually come here
twice or thrice a week. People used to sell me some aluminium or iron things that they
would collect from where they worked, in different parts of the city. Also cardboard, usually
those sections which had got spoiled in the rain or something. I have sat in so many
people’s houses, drinking tea, buying, haggling, and even lending money!
“Sometimes I used to give back quilts or blankets, or cups and glasses in exchange for
what they wanted to sell. But now they are themselves selling all that to me…
“Since the breaking of the basti has started, there is so much rushing around here. People
who would sit me down and chat with me while buying things are busy – packing, standing
together in small groups and talking among themselves. No one goes beyond saying hello,
beyond the give and take of selling me things. I stand in front of them, but I am invisible to
their eyes. They are so lost in the tussle of their own minds, they just pass by, they speak
with dryness, and all they want to do is sell their things. After all, who wants to carry so
much… all our backs hurt. But whether their backs break and get smashed to little bits in
the effort, they will have to carry their things.
“I come here everyday. People are leaving; houses have been broken. The ones that remain
are about to be broken. But when one map breaks, another begins to be formed in its place”.
Objects of Desire
20/04/2006
Neelofar
People decorate their houses according to their needs. Every person has her
corner/space/objects in her home, which she decorates with love. For instance, when my
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father used to do his sewing work at home, he used to decorate the corner where his
machine was kept with posters of heroes, heroines and models. It wasn’t important for him
to know their names. In the clothes worn in those photographs, he used to see the image
of his own work..
Ammi and my sister Shaziya always used to get irritated by Papa trying to decorate his
workplace within the home. Shaziya would say, “Papa, why do you put all these photos up
on the walls – they deflect the benevolent angels, and I can’t offer my prayers, besides”.
Shaziya doesn’t let anyone keep anything in the corner of the house where she offers her
namaaz. She turns over our brother’s photo when she prays, and removes any dolls if they
happen to be lying there. I think there are two kinds of objects in a home – those that fulfil
our needs and those that express our desires. When we leave our home, we leave behind
our desires, and take those things that fulfil some necessity.
At the Crossroads
14/04/2006
Babli Rai and Rabiya Quraishy
Nangla Maanchi stands at the crossroads of life, where the lane, the house, the space, the
street corners that had been considered to be one’s own for 20 years, are today being
snatched away. Who is it that is snatching away the small space that one called one’s
courtyard, and why? What is it that lies ahead?
Everyone has an answer to this, but everyone cross-checks with each other, trying to get a
stamp of consensus from those who surround them. People pass in front of Nangla,
speaking quietly to themselves. Everyone knows what police presence means. Everyone
knows what an unsettled, partly smashed, exposed settlement means. The lanes can be
called lanes only for the sake of naming them something. Now each felled house is a
passage of sorts. A broken mirror hangs on an exposed wall. When someone would look at
his or her face in it, at some point midway through some action, some movement, some
thought, what would the reflection say back to him/her? A thousand stories play back in
one’s mind when this question arises. A bench is placed in the middle of a broad lane. It
seems the bench once served as a shop, once served customers, played a host of sorts.
Sunshine filters in through the holes in the tarpaulin sheet, speckling those inside – three
women, two men, and one elderly man. There is a cot, and household things are kept
carefully on it, packed. Space is quickly made for us to sit on the cot. Our loud refusals are
not paid attention to, and the group of people sheltering themselves under the tarpaulin
sheets play out the role of hosts who will not inconvenience their visitors in their own time
of stress. “Look for yourself, we have nothing left. We are eating what is in front of you. We
cannot offer you any food… Can you do something?” This was a 65-year-old man, talking
to us. Only half his head was covered with hair, and his eyes were red – as if they had lain
awake many nights. I hurried to clarify. “Uncle, we have come from the LNJP basti, which
is on government land. Who knows when it will be demolished… it could happen any time”.
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Silences
01/04/2006
Rabiya Quraishy
People are filling their hearts with the consolation that some of them have a few more days
to prepare themselves before their houses will be broken. When they know they will not be
allowed to live here anymore, then why not convince themselves of the fact that this will
indeed happen…?
Struggling with what is happening to them, they are allowing some slivers of the everyday
to resurface. That is why stoves have begun to be lighted again. The basti is with us, among
us, for a few moments longer.
Someone says, “It has passed. What remains of the basti will remain”. But the next moment
someone says, “No, it will all be broken”.
Time is being relatively easier on those who have documents of proof of residence. That is
why, even in a time like this, they are thinking about earning something. Someone is selling
groceries, someone vegetables, someone meat. These are now being sold from homes.
The shops are all gone. Items are now a little more expensive than they were yesterday,
when the bulldozers hadn’t come. A small way in which that which time is snatching away
from them can be pulled back, recovered. But for others, this is another tax they have to
pay, over and above what is already being demanded from them by circumstances.
Today there is silence in Nangla. There is no sound of a house being broken, even. A little
girl sitting with others her age says, “We will leave from here. We will have a new school.
My father has said he will buy me a new pen to take to school. But I won’t play there. All of
you come to my house, and then we will play! I will give you sweets when you come”.
Another girl replies, “Really? I know you won’t give us any sweets”.
The first one, there is a bowl in her hands, says, “See, didn’t I give you all water to drink
today? Come to my house and I will give you sweets”.
A boy spoke now: “Arre Jhumri, you will be going somewhere else, and all of us will have
homes elsewhere. You will go to yours, and we will go to ours. They will be far away from
each other”.
Another girl said, “Nakul’s house has just been broken. No one else’s house will break now.
Mummy was saying our house will not be broken. I will go to school. Everyone will get new,
beautiful houses made. My school uniform has become spoiled, now I will get a new one”.
I was standing a short distance from this group of little children, when I heard a voice behind
me. A 17-year-old boy said, “The loss has been ours; and it is a spectacle for others”. I
walked away. I know there is pain in everyone’s heart. I know that this is how I will be when
this happens with me, and it will.
Someone is saying, “They will cut off the water supply in one or two days now. First the
electricity, and then the water. If there is no water or electricity, then what will we do here?
The state will do anything to make us run away from here”. Some policewomen standing by
the wall of the temple are talking in muffled tones with each other. “If it were up to me, I
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would have donated this place to these people. Poor people, where will they go?” Another
replied, “Oh be quiet, you donator! If these clusters of homes had been in your possession,
you would not have been standing here. Money is not something one shows off in this way.
When you have money, you will change”. Then she laughed and said, “You know, someone
is getting married here. Whenever someone from their family passes by us they mutter
something under their breath. They are all burned up from inside”. Another said, “They
should know this is our job. We will do what the government asks us to do”. They were
chatting, with smiles on their faces, to rid themselves of the boredom they were feeling, to
deal with their tiredness.
Everyone in Nangla is being separated from each other. That is why they are going to each
other, asking each other how they are, where they are going, asking them their new
address; and saying, “God knows if we will ever meet again”. Even today there were small
groups of women at some doors, talking to each other. Maybe they want to spend the
leftover time with their friends, smiling, chatting. That is why the small skirmishes one
witnesses in the lanes near the taps where everyone comes to fill water, accusations of
children’s mischief, etc., are not there today. They have got lost somewhere.
Measures
29/03/2006
Shamsher Ali
The traffic is so loud, even the horns cannot be heard.
Their hands locked together behind their backs, some government officials watch people
of Nangla gathering up their samaan.
An image of an emptying dwelling slowly forms. This terrible image appears before a group
of women; and to chase it away, they loudly curse their MLA.
Everyone is in their today, erasing their yesterday. Nangla today is so different from the
Nangla of yesterday.
Utensils carefully placed in the house are not there any more, but the thin layer of dust that
had settled around them when they were kept there, remains.
There is a queue in front of the scrap dealer’s shop. The shop is today an inventory of the
basti. Cans, boxes, coolers, fans. The weighing balance weighs everything, tipped to one
side. It measures everything with its measuring eyes.
From the Rubble
26/04/2006
Jaanu
1. A woman sits, a hammer with a wooden handle in hand, amidst the rubble of her broken
house. She picks up one brick at a time, knocks the cement off it, cleaning it, and making
a separate pile of cleaned bricks. The heat of the sun makes her sweat, and the sweat halts
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like small beads on her face. She stops from time to time, to wipe the sweat away with the
hem of her saree. Some beads trickle down to her lips, and her tongue drinks them. She
turns her body and drinks water from a small vessel she has kept in the shade. Her lips are
moistened.
2. The sun is setting, and it casts a warm red glow on Nangla. Kalaam makes small bundles
of sticks. He puts them away carefully. He has gathered them from the rubble of his house
the entire day. They will come in use later, when he builds a new house.
3. The breaking of Nangla had stopped, but work continued. Early in the morning, labourers
from the MCD (Municipal Corporation of Delhi) came in a truck. The driver parked wherever
he found place, and got off to rest. The truck’s hinged rear slat was not let down. The
labourers placed a ladder from the lane against the truck. One by one, they moved from
the truck to where houses had stood before, collecting the rubble. They would heap their
metal vessels, coated with dust and cement, with the rubble, return to the truck, climb up
the ladder, and unload the rubble into the truck. Two men stood inside, helping them unload.
A Morning Never Imagined Before
01/04/2006
Shamsher Ali
There is a lot that the morning today has lost. Like always, people are making their way to
the public toilets, tins filled with water in hand. People reach there, as they do every day.
But the queue that is normally there is missing. Everyone recognises its disappearance.
People have not woken up at the time they usually do. And for others, the time of the
everyday has become a memory already. It is not present in today’s morning. Eyes are
waking up to an open sky. People are waking up on heaps of rubble, on top of which they
had placed wooden planks to sleep. As they wake up, they also pick up these wooden
planks. Sounds travel, colliding on broken walls and bricks. The hand-pump moves up and
down, grating at the joints. The laughter of children has not yet risen in the air. Milk from
yesterday is being put to boil for tea in utensils washed at the hand-pump.
The question ‘What will happen today?’ boils in the pan…
People are washing their yesterdays from their faces, splashing water on them, getting
ready for their today. Today the morning is as reticent and halting as it is usually fast and
filled with events. Glances filled with love and creased with sadness move through the
people involved in creating this environment of the morning. And then, on not finding what
they were searching for, these glances become breathless and tired, and retire under the
rubble. It is a morning never imagined before, scented with the dust still rising from the
homes now lying in heaps..
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There is Something the Night Does
26/04/2006
Suraj Rai
Nangla looks different in the morning. There is no electricity, and sounds echo softer than
they do otherwise. The echoes of demolition and eviction are also quieter. It looks as if
Nangla is finding its way into a new life in the morning.
Nangla is not in ruins. Lives still breathe in it. It is not memories, but the sounds of the present
that make this life palpable. Maybe that is why even the traffic passing on the Ring Road slows
down as it moves on the stretch along Nangla. It’s the second Saturday of the month. Children,
some of them dressed in their school uniforms, are playing games in the lanes. The elders all
look as if they are preparing to go to work. The lanes do not look restless with the anticipation
of a next date with the police, a next round of the breaking of houses.
The NDMC (New Delhi Municipal Corporation) vehicle stands quietly, as household garbage
is collected out of Nangla. There is a tap at the mouth of the lane into Nangla. Men and
young boys are standing bare-bodied in a queue to take a bath. They are talking among
themselves. No one is rushing the other or urging him to hurry up with bathing. Some
women, with plastic bags in their hands, seem ready to venture out.. When I walked into
Nangla, I saw people were sleeping, on cots and on sheets spread on the lane. Bodies are
covered with sheets, but the sheets are not adequate to cover the entire body. Arms and
legs peep out; old scars as well as new wounds are visible. Passers-by are not disturbed
by the still-sleeping people, and the sleepers are not bothered by those who are passing by.
The sheets on which they are sleeping lie crumpled from all the tossing and turning at night.
Bodies touch the ground beneath. Some people have gathered bricks from the broken
houses and made their beds from these.
Fruit and vegetable sellers are doing their rounds in the lanes. Women have set up their stoves
and are making tea. A baba (mendicant) with a tin icon of Shani Dev (a deity with malefic powers)
in his hands goes from house to house, asking for oil and pulses. Seeing him, it feels as if things
are as they were before – there are those who depend on Nangla for their sustenance. Huge
utensils are being expertly washed in front of an eating joint. Next to this, a young woman sits
peeling potatoes, to prepare the afternoon meal. Even though one doesn’t hear the sound of
the azaan in the lanes any more, people still offer their prayers. There is something the night
does, which changes things in the morning. Do you think that’s because morning is the time to
start sorting and collecting all the dreams dreamed during the night?
Was – Nangla – Is
13/04/2006
Henna Quraishy and Babli Rai
For the last week, we have been roaming the lanes of LNJP colony with the Cybermohalla
broadsheet, Tha – Nangla – Hai (Was – Nangla – Is). We have done this with the previous
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issues of broadsheets – distributing them, standing at different points and reading them
out, etc. – but the experience of this time was, to say the least, different.
We set out in the morning, thinking we would share our own relationship with Nangla
Maanchi as we share the broadsheet. And along with that, we thought, we would also share
our own understanding of what is going on in Nangla Maanchi right now. Babli, Saifuddin
and I headed out towards Bismillah’s lane, which is a very famous lane of LNJP. It is broad,
with two vegetable shops, two tea stalls, a doctor’s clinic and a workshop amidst all the
houses on either side of the lane. It is always crowded. We began by giving copies to
everyone who lives there, in their homes. Someone said, “I can’t read Hindi”. So Babli
volunteered to read it out. She said, “It’s about Nangla Maanchi. Nangla is a big basti. The
settlement has now been broken down, just like that. We have been going there, and along
with our friends at the NM Lab, have brought out this publication”. “Oh, then go ahead and
read it out to me”. “Then listen”. And with that, she began to read the first page aloud.
The hurried passing of people came to a halt. People became quiet, listening intently. A big
circle of people gathered around us. Whoever would hear the name ‘Nangla’ would halt to
listen. Everyone wanted to know what was happening there, how the houses were broken
down. If someone would stand up and start saying something, others would stop him,
saying, “First listen to what she is reading. You will understand its value when your house is
broken…” An old man standing behind Babli was looking at her as if he was reading the
broadsheet himself. As the texts continued to be read out, a lot of women gathered around.
It seemed a strong thread tied everyone to Nangla Maanchi, as if everyone was searching
for themselves in the texts.
As soon as Babli finished reading, a man said, “That is how it would have happened. It has
been written well here. It must have been so difficult to figure out what to do at a moment like
that”. Then he said to Babli, “Beta, you have shared with us a good thing. At least now we
know how things stand there, what everyone’s position there is. This is how it will be here as
well, soon. But tell me, where exactly is this place?” I said, “Uncle, it is near the Yamuna. It is
much bigger than LNJP and a lot of people lived there… Uncle, do you know, so many houses
have been broken but people are still living there. It is difficult to know what hope they are
living there with. They sit there with all their things outside in the lanes, hoping someone will
come and say either ‘Here, you can go to this new place now’, or ‘This is your home, live in
it’”. The elderly man said, “What will this publication do? Will it help us understand something?
Will it take us to some kind of answers for what is going on here?”
I said, “No, uncle, perhaps it will not give us any answers. But we are all trying now to
understand what is going on in the city right now… None of us are too far away from Nangla
Maanchi and its present condition. Even in the midst of the situation they are all in, people are
trying to understand themselves, their lives, this city, and the State which is doing all this”.
The elderly man said, “Maybe our government will also read this and think a little… This
publication will also travel outside Delhi, and to other countries as well, won’t it…? I think
something like this will happen here also. This place is also quite big. A lot of police will
come. None of us will leave peacefully. We had fought a legal case once for 437 houses
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here, and had even won the case. We have been given a time of five years, and a promise
of a plot of 600 square metres. So I suppose we will be all right, and there is nothing too
much to worry about… Do you know, all of Delhi will be emptied out in this way by 2010…”
I said, “Uncle, all of us will be made to leave from here, this place will be broken”. He said,
“We will leave if we are made to, but we insist that we should be given the same amount of
space as we have here right now…”
“But uncle, who owns this land?”
I asked him this question because he is very old, and has been running a vegetable shop
here for a very long time now, and so might have specific information. He said, “Beta, this
land was a burial ground, and it is we who have made it inhabitable. Now the state is
becoming greedy. This city reminds us of the old story – ‘dark is the city, and foolish its
ruler’. This government won’t last. It has taken other countries’ methods as its own policy.
It is a way of turning us into slaves once again. But what can we do, this is the way of the
world…” A woman said, “When the settlement at Shakur ki Dandi was broken, it was winter.
I had gone to buy some oil. People had to sit outside their broken houses in the cold. They
were sitting with their children at the bus stop. They were not given any compensation. No
thought was spared as to where they would go. I only hope this is not what becomes of us
as well. It is for good reasons that this is called the age of qayamat (apocalypse), the age
when everything will be destroyed… For us, the calamity will strike when our houses will be
broken. And think about Nangla, where calamity has already struck, and people are facing
it”. The elderly man said, “Yes, it will be terrible then. And think about everyone who lives
here on rent. Where will they all go? And where will we go? We also have nothing else,
nowhere else to go”.
Aslam uncle said, “Yes, but Kauser’s brother-in-law came from Mumbai yesterday and said
their house was broken, but they were given good compensation – of Rs 7 lakh”. I said, “He
can’t be telling the truth”. Aslam uncle said, “But what will he gain by lying to us? Maybe
there is some other reason why any compensation, let alone so much, would be given to
him. Maybe it was his own land? I only pray to Allah that we get a roof over our heads”.
When we left from there, people were still talking among themselves. And even as we
walked, many asked us for copies of the broadsheet. There was a feeling of closeness in
how the broadsheet was being requested. People would stop, ask for it and quietly walk
ahead, reading it to themselves.
One Evening
16/04/2006
Shamsher Ali
As the evening spreads, streetlamps that line the roads begin to cast their light, and cars
on the road begin to race on twinkling headlights. The evening at LNJP is radiant. People
have wrapped up their work, and with time on their hands, have come out onto the main
road, searching for their friends, and respite from the April heat. Those employed in
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workshops have dried their brows and have come out to lighten the lines forming on their
foreheads. People passing by on the road continue to halt at, and move on, from the shops
according to their needs.
Everyone holds their everyday tightly in their fists, careful that they don’t lose their grip, lest
it slip out.
Red sand from the shop nearby flies in the air with the gusts of wind propelled by each
passing car. Everyone stands along the road as if on a railway platform, in small groups,
exchanging stories from the day with each other. In the middle of this blowing wind and
shared environment is a road divider, on which one can see a stove, boxes filled with
utensils, a suitcase filled with clothes and some cans in which grains are stored. And in the
middle of all this sits a 60-year-old man, like a king on his throne, intently watching the early
evening environment being woven before his gaze. His moist eyes look around swiftly. The
face is taut with age. His flowing beard and protruding veins make the expression on his
face strong. The skin on his hands is stretched and hardened from years of using heat to
give shape to things. He is wearing a kurta pyjama and his head is covered with a prayer
cap. His eyes tug at you again. It is as if he is holding back and quietening the rustling sound
of time in them. He pulls a small case from his pocket, takes out some tobacco and rubs
it on his palm. His posture remains the same.
Mohammad Ahmed is from Nangla Maanchi. He is famous for his self-sufficiency, skill and
capacity for labour – he could if he wishes, dig a well each time he is thirsty, and then leave
it for others to quench their thirst from it. Each morning he leaves from his home in Nangla
with a sack of plastic bottles on one shoulder, a sack of clothes on the other, and a stove
in his hands. He is an expert in mending broken plastic buckets and tubs, and is known for
this skill in localities in Old Delhi. Despite his age, he has held his dwelling together in the
face of uncountable difficult moments.
Today, a couple of words inscribed on his door have expelled him from his home of 25
years. Today he sits on the road divider, opposite LNJP colony, his possessions of 25 years
gathered around him – things he had collected from the time Nangla was still settling into
the city, and the basti’s air was still saturated with fly-ash.
Today he is sitting on the road divider, waiting for his sister’s son to come and take him to
a new place where he will begin again the process of making a home.
“D
Documents Mean Nothing… !”
07/04/2006
Suraj Rai
He was wearing an orange shirt – his uniform. He was removing the rubble left over after the
houses had been broken. He has been doing this manner of work for the last seven years.
I only had to ask him, “What is it that you do here?” He started to talk.
“Their houses break, and people like us get cursed. No two fingers in a hand are of equal
length…
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“If you look to the east, you see the sun rising, and if you face the west, you see the sun in
the evening. Our head officer looks to the west and imagines it is going to be a new
morn i n g …
“So much is changed. And so many dwellings break. As far as I know, there will be some
games in this city in 2010, because of which all this breaking is happening…
“I am concerned about earning my daily wages. And in any case, none of this will stop by
my willing it. My survival is based on doing what I am told to do…
“This space was never theirs in the first place!
“Documents mean nothing! They are pieces of paper that are like chains – one just gets tied
by them, and keeps chasing those who one thinks will pay heed to documents… They are
pieces of paper through which those below you in the hierarchy are made to dance to your
tunes…”
Objects
06/04/2006
Jaanu
1. A basket woven from bamboo hangs from a nail on a wall. It is covered by black plastic,
tied to it with a thin rope. The oil stains on the rope remind one of what the basket was used
for – maybe to contain and carry oily chaat or condensed milk. But today it stands upright
due to the support of the wall, its pride and calmness hanging on the nail.
2. Posters pasted on walls used to hide the shortcomings of the walls. But today they are
unable to hide themselves from the outsiders’ gaze. Each word written on them can be read by
any passer by. Till yesterday, people used to go into the house and say, “You have decorated
your walls so beautifully”. But today people have left them hanging there, alone, and gone away.
3. A shirt lies in a basket, swinging in the air. It has no owner today. Three of the four walls
of the house have fallen. Just then some photographers came and started taking photos of
everything. They didn’t even spare this lonely shirt. Its location now became its pose.
Someone’s mistake is today becoming someone’s memory.
4. Some lanes in Nangla are such that you can see many different kinds of stoves – plain,
round, stoves with a dual form, stoves that can be used as ovens. And all these have been
made with one’s hands. A woman sits cooking on a stove with two shapes – on the round
part, she has placed a cooker, and on the square one, she is making chapattis.
5. A garland made by stringing together various kinds of flowers hangs on an idol. Its
flowers have wilted. It still spreads fragrance around the idol; the god is still smiling, though
there is no one to pray to it any more.
6. Small houses of glass, which arrest any passing footsteps. Feet halt before the fine cut
of the glass walls of the glass houses. They move closer to see clearly the play of light and
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shadow dancing on the walls. Eyes watch in rapt attention the hands that make this fine
piece of work. The one who stops witnesses a splendour, and the one who makes them
either earns some money, or some appreciation for the fine work.
7. Nangla Maanchi is looking a little lost now. Nothing shines. There is no sound. If a leaf
falls from a peepul tree, it seems as if it is the sound of someone’s advancing footsteps.
But the leaf falls, and is lost in the ruins of the houses that remain standing.
8. When evening falls, a strange pall descends over Nangla. With all the houses empty,
mosquitoes have also become homeless and roam freely, entering the houses still standing.
Someone says, “We are left with nothing. We will live the remainder of our lives here, and
we will die here”.
9. Houses marked “P-98” stand proudly against the evening sky. Inside, people sit with their
things gathered together, and with a hope that they have been named “another plot of land
somewhere in the city”. Things do not sit sparkling in places they have become accustomed
to. People search for something, but then realise it has been packed, and say, “Who needs
it! We can do without it!” There is a silent wait for the police and the demolition crews to
reappear. “We will first shift our things out when they come. Then we will fight with them.
So what if our blood flows? There is no way we can return to our village now – how can we
possibly show our face there after this?”
10. In people, there is still a belief that the law is on their side. And so they stop themselves
from emptying their houses. They sit with their documents ready, even as they know these
papers are meaningless today. But there is a trust, a hope, which does not let them despair.
Tiny Fragments
20/04/2006
Lakhmi C. Kohli
The grey cement ground that is used for morning prayers had been scrawled with various
shapes for playing games, using red chalk. The green doors of the classrooms were shut
and locked with identical locks. Some doors were not locked though; and one could peep
through them to catch a glimpse of what they may have looked like when they were still in
use. The dust-infused air had settled in the classrooms. Piles of dust lay accumulated in the
corners. One could only try and imagine what the environment in the classroom would have
been like. Maybe all the desks from all the classrooms were collected here, in this room,
when they were first purchased. Today, apart from the neat rows of desks here, several had
been piled up for storage. Crumpled sheets lay in drawers without knobs.
It was completely silent, and so it was difficult to imagine what conversations would have
sounded like during free periods. Is this a school about to break for vacations?
A man is sitting on a bent chair in front of an empty classroom, his eyes running from spot
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to spot over the corridors and the locked doors. Behind him, in the empty room, a thin
carpet (the kind spread to seat many people) lies in one corner. In another corner lie a pile
of new schoolbooks, tied together with a plastic string.
Maybe this classroom is not used for children to study. Maybe that is why there are a few
big desks in it, and no chairs to sit. I could hear the man’s voice. “Desks: 200; broken, 50,
in proper condition, 150; fans: 25; broken, 3, in proper condition, 22; cupboards: 2; locks:
17; broken, 5, in proper condition, 12…”
And so he continued, jotting things in his file. He would write something, and then look
around, wondering what it was that he hadn’t counted. I too wondered what all that could
be. He had already counted the windows, window frames, stationery.
It was breezy where he was sitting, right at the edge of the corridor, in the shade. I looked
again at the desks in the classroom. Each desk had an imprint of his hand made in the dust,
as he would have touched each desk, walking along as he counted them. He would have
counted a row of desks, and brushed the dust off his hands by rubbing them on his
trousers. His trousers would have been marked by a thousand fingers of dust.
I walked towards him. I wanted to know what gaze he cast on the school when looking at it
through its objects alone. He sensed me approaching, looked up at me and smiled. This was
his permission for me to begin talking to him. I asked, “Sir, do you know where you will be
shifting to? Where the school will shift to?” He stretched his body as if to relax his muscles and
said, “Yes, we do know that now. But we can’t shift till the basti is broken, and till all the students
have been issued their transfer certificates. They will be issued till the 29th of this month. All
these things will be shifted before we shift.” “Where is the school shifting?” “Nearby, to another
school”. “Do you have to make an inventory of all the things?” “What can I say! The government
doesn’t spare anything. If it were up to the government, I would also have to count all the bricks.
How does it matter to the government if this becomes my difficulty!”
He said all this in one breath, without thinking twice about what he was saying. He just kept
looking at his papers and speaking. Just then a teacher called out to him from inside a
classroom, “Listen! The transfer certificates register has run out here. Bring another one,
and bring the stamp as well”. He replied, “Of course”, and started muttering under his
breath. “Now I will have to count the registers again, and make a new list. If there are any
scratch marks on any list that has to be submitted, the teacher in charge won’t sign it”. He
walked away, muttering.
He was gone three minutes, and the silence around me seemed to deepen. I saw there were
other people in the school. They appeared and disappeared through doors. The man
returned. Perhaps our conversation amused him. “Yes, so what were you saying?” He sat
down as he said this. “How many students are there in the school?” “I’m not so sure. There
are 60 students to a class. The school is till the 5th standard. There are three sections to
each class. So there must be roughly 1000 students in all”. His arms were crossed in front
of him, and he nodded his head as if to affirm to himself the correctness of his calculation.
I said, “It would have been a bigger problem if you had been required to count all the
children in this school, like you have had to count things”.
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Stamping his foot on the floor, he replied, directing his eyes at the teacher issuing transfer
certificates, “Arre, we have records of that. But if we were asked to count, we would have
been in trouble. When we go out for a picnic or something, it becomes difficult to keep
count of 40 students. And to count them all!” “Is everyone being sent to the same school?”
“That’s what we’ve heard, as of now”. “And all these things also have to be shifted to that
same school?” “No. By the grace of God, that school has everything it needs. All these
things will be sent to the office, to be issued out to that school if they need something, or
to be passed on to a new school”.
There was a brief pause, and then he said, “Isn’t it strange! If they had to break this place
down, why did they have to give all the facilities of school, dispensary, water, electricity? It
is so unsettling to have students come to get their transfer certificates issued, and not be
able to answer their question about where to gain admission now”.
His eyes shied away from mine as he said this, as if he was answerable to me in some way.
“Did you have a favourite student?” I asked him. He laughed and said, “They are all dear to
me”. “But there must have been someone who you liked so much that you wanted her or
him to sit on the first desk of the classroom?” “Yes. Basheer. He had come two days ago.
He has just finished his third standard, and moved into the fourth. He stood first in class.
When he came to collect his transfer certificate, he was wearing his school uniform. He had
a notebook in his hand, and his hair was oiled and neatly combed. He came and stood at
the door. Looking at him, one would think that the school is only closing for a break, and
will resume after a while. Everyone kept looking at him, all the teachers, I mean. To ask him
if he had come to get his transfer certificate would have been like a blow to the image he
presented before us. And the school did not have the courage to look into his eyes to ask
him, ‘Have you come to study today?’ Basheer was quiet. But then he spoke after a few
minutes, asking for his certificate. I gave him his certificate and, patting him on his back,
said, ‘Study hard’. He left, and all of us kept talking about him for a long while after that.
Time seemed heavy then”.
Our conversation came to an end here. I left, thinking, “How does someone console himself,
in the breaking, dissolving moulds of life? Who is to know in what form something will make
an appearance before us, and where we will fit into it? So that he doesn’t break, each person
has made himself up in tiny fragments, so he can push himself from one place to the other,
piece by piece, and not shatter because of a jolt”.

Parchee-Tent
06/05/2006
Jaanu
People who live in Nangla used to spend their money to set up tents and decorate them
with flowers. This decorating had a special meaning to it – the preparation for a wedding.
Two days before the bridegroom’s baraat (wedding procession) arrived, the thresholds of
homes used to be decorated with glitter.
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A tent was also set up on the day Nangla was broken. This lone tent, set up for MCD
officials, was outside the locality. But inside, there were many more tents. The tent outside
indicated the uprooting of thousands of homes; the tents inside had been set up to
celebrate the union of lives through marriage.
As a guest, I too had entered a tent of celebration the day Nangla was being broken. It had
been set up along the wall of a park opposite Nangla. It had a ‘main door’ through which people
were entering, smiling, humming to themselves. Different things to eat had been placed on
round tables inside the tent. There were salads with sliced onions, long pieces of cucumber,
carrots and radish, cabbage leaves, chopped tomatoes and pieces of lemon. Fresh plates sat
one on top of the other on one side. Spoons were spread in a fan-like formation.
A young woman was going to be married in Nangla, and everyone waited for the arrival of
the bridegroom with his guests in buses and Maruti cars. Chairs covered with white cloths
stood waiting in rows. Plastic cups filled with water were kept on one side. Outside, the
settlement was breaking; but inside, there weren’t many signs of fear.
Several days after the first round of breaking of the basti, another tent was set up outside,
in the park. As soon as it was set up, a turbulence arose in peoples’ hearts, just as a storm
arises in an ocean, sending ripples which turn everything upside down.
The tent was set up across the road from Nangla. There was a simple difference this tent
had from other tents – it was not for the general public, but for policemen and the Rapid
Action Force.
On seeing the tent, Nangla started buzzing. One voice said, “The tent has been set up to
give away parchees (slips for land allotment)”.
As soon as the word parchee was heard, rumours began to float.
Someone said, “Don’t get a parchee cut on your name. They are fooling us. There is a
Supreme Court order staying further demolition. There will be a hearing on 9 May. If that is
the case, then what will be issued today will be a fake parchee”.
Someone said, “The parchee they are issuing has neither the house number, nor the name
of the place they are being issued for. Don’t take these emaciated, forged parchees”.
Someone said, “There are no plots on the land for which they are giving away the parchee.
And that land is barren. It was used to grow lentils, and those fields are all dug up and rocky.
The water is salty. Not even birds drink it. You will have to spend Rs 50 each time you want
to travel from there to the city. It will take you two hours”.
Someone said, “How will we live there? There is no one to listen to us”.
People left in small groups to go to the tent and see it from up close. They would return
and say, “They are making fools of us”.
Someone said, “I have newspaper cuttings about the court orders, which have Nangla’s name
in them.” People began to look more carefully at the newspaper cuttings than at the tent.
All the community workers and local leaders of Nangla were listless. No one knew what was
about to happen. Everyone spent time looking and thinking about the tent.
No one knew how to proceed. Then a young woman went to the tent and figured out what
was going on. The DDA (Delhi Development Authority) had asked for the tent to be set up.

558 / Sarai Reader 2006: Turbulence

The police and the RAF (Rapid Action Force) were given today’s date to be present. The tent
had been set up, and the police and force had come. The DDA officials had not made an
appearance.
There was uncertainty among the police on how to proceed.
Residents of Nangla kept returning to the road and gazing at the tent till it was removed
and the grass on which it was set up was visible again.
And with that people abandoned their vigil, and went away. Maybe if the tent had continued
to be there, at least some people would have forgotten their hunger and thirst and
continued to sit there, looking at it. Many more rumours would have spread. Someone
would have said, “You have to give Rs 5,000 for the parchee”; someone would have put the
figure at Rs 7,000; and someone would have said the DDA will have to be paid Rs 2 lakhs
in instalments for the house they will construct for us. Someone would have said those
whose houses were made before 1998 will get 12.5 square feet of land, and someone
would have placed the figure at 18 square feet. But when the tent disappeared, everyone
shifted their thoughts to 9 May, the day of the next court hearing.
Every tent has a different form and appearance. There are feeding-others tents, welcomingpolitician tents, Ramlila-performance tents, watching-plays tents, praying-to-gods tents,
performing-religious-ceremonies
tents,
gathering-to-go-on-hunger-strike
tents,
miscellaneous-occasion tents. But the happiness or joy brought by any of these tents pales
in comparison to the fear that can be evoked by a parchee-tent.
The Edges of a Road
11/04/2006
Lakhmi C. Kohli
The excitement of seeing the tent and the worry of seeing the rubble of homes reside
together in everyone’s minds.
On the other side of the road, the empty tent swayed in the wind.
That edge of the road was lined with chairs set in patches of shade cast by trees, which
seated RAF and Delhi Police personnel.
The Supreme Court had stayed the demolition till the 9th of May. Then why this tent, and
why now?
An RAF jawaan sat inside the tent, behind a desk covered with a white cloth, watching
people gather on the other side of the road. His name is Mahinder Singh [name changed].
Singh has been working with the RAF for a few years now, but has been unhappy with his
work the last two months.
A small group of people, who felt they could ask the RAF jawaans and the Delhi Police
personnel questions directly, walked into the tent, stood before the desk and, heads
lowered, asked, “Sir, why has this tent been set up here?”
Removing once again the sheet of the tent that kept blowing onto his head from behind him,
Singh replied, “This tent, you see, was set up today, you see, to give parchees for the new
place. We have come – we came at 9:30 am – but the DDA people have not come, nor can
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we see the tent people anywhere”.
“Sir, when were you told you had to be here?”
“See, it’s like this. We are told, ‘You have to go on such-and-such date for your duty. Go with
so many men’. So we arrive there. Actually this is not our work, you know. But these days
the CRPF (Central Reserve Police Force) is busy in election duties. So we have been
deputed here. Our work is to maintain peace. Our work is when there is a strike, there; when
there is an earthquake, there; when there is a politician’s lecture, there; so that no one gets
excited, you know, in case of a riot, there, etc. Actually, I do not know much about today.
You can ask one of the Delhi Police people”.
“Look, the DDA personnel have not arrived. But the tent has been set up. There is a riot in
peoples’ hearts across the road because of the tent. Look…”
“About this tent, it is like this, you see. The tent-wala must have been told to set it up here
on such-and-such date. He is not concerned with anything beyond that, you see. He is only
concerned about his booking. He will remove the tent when the time of the booking is up.
“But this ‘riot in peoples’ hearts’ that you are talking about: who is to know what will come
of it? We have been seeing it for two months now. This is not our work, after all. We have
been going all over the city the last two months.
“Just last month we were on duty at this other place. You see, we reached there at 10:00 am,
and they began the breaking at about 11:00 am. Some people had removed everything from
their house. But some hadn’t, and bulldozers were moved on to their houses as well. You see,
it is not possible to reason and say, ‘Why not finish with another house, one which has been
emptied, and then return here?’ They just shut their eyes and moved the bulldozer on. There
was some poor woman, who had a shop with plastic items like buckets and mugs. Without
looking at her things, the demolition crew broke everything. Inside, there was one mug stuck
within another. As they were smashed, about Rs 2,000 fell out. We said, ‘Take your money. If
it gets into someone else’s hands, you will lose even this’. But she kept crying.
“You must know about the fire in Pushta. We were sent on duty there. We were at one end of
the basti, but the fire was at the other end, about two kilometres away. By the time we could
reach that end, the fire had reached us. So much just got finished there, I cannot even tell you.
It was difficult to watch. This is not our work, you see, but we have to witness all this.
“Our power is only this much: to pull someone’s hand with force. We hold sticks and batons,
but only to frighten. We have bombs, but they only make noise and do nothing more”.
Singh sat in the tent, looking across the road, and recounted these stories one after the
other. He probably didn’t want to, with the other side of the road in his view, but the images
kept appearing. Maybe the path he had taken when he joined the RAF had got lost in the
last two months. “This is not our work”, he kept saying. Maybe he was uneasy with the gaze
his uniform attracted, his conscience uneasy under that gaze.
The pairs of eyes watching him sitting alone in the tent will evoke his form to frighten their
children at night, if they refuse to sleep. Along with changing the meaning of things, eviction
also changes the form and shape of things, and the mirror in which one looks at oneself.
“Our work is to maintain peace, not to break houses”, he said, as he tied his shoelaces, and
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moved to group his battalion and then leave for the Tilak Nagar police station.
The tent was now empty. The numbers on the other side of the road continued to increase.
Time moved slowly, and sounds became denser, and denser.
Showpiece
08/05/2006
Neelofar
Two kinds of utensils are bought for a home – some are for everyday use, and the others
are used for decoration, as showpieces.
The first kind of utensils are used and washed everyday, they bang against one another,
clink, jingle, clatter. They make space for themselves; claims such as “this glass is mine,
that plate is his” around them confirm this.
The second sort of utensils, showpieces, are put away carefully, as soon as they are
brought into the house. They are not paid attention to on a daily basis. Their relationship
with the world is one of exclamation: “Wow! It’s so lovely!”
It seems Delhi is distancing itself from the whistle of the pressure cooker, the heat of the
stove, the coolness of the matka (earthen water pot) half buried in the sand, the shared
clatter of the glasses, plates and cups; Delhi is becoming an expensive, beautiful, fragile
showpiece, which will be picked up and put away carefully somewhere. The praise-filled
exclamation of the beholder will be all that can touch it, and one will have to think twice
before approaching it and touching it bodily.
I heard from someone that Delhi will be made such that the President of America will be able
to stand at its centre and see six gates simultaneously – Delhi Gate, Ajmeri Gate, Turkman Gate,
Mori Gate, Kashmiri Gate and India Gate!
What is important is not the truth of this statement and others like it, but the current climate of
re-structuring of the city is making space for such sentences, and they are gathering in density.
People live in a place for years. During this time, they inscribe the diary of their minds with
texts about the journeys of their lives. The pages of these diaries are sometimes cloudy,
sometimes dense, and at times some of the pages are intensely personal.
People pass through many ups and downs in lives, without ever bringing words about them
to their lips. But today a wind is blowing in which these internal diaries are opening by
themselves; the pages are flipping, spreading their scent. The wind is so powerful that the
fragrance spreads freely, drawing everyone to itself.
Fragrance can’t be seen; it simply spreads in the atmosphere. It needs a form to contain it,
so it doesn’t spend itself…
When the long duration for which people have lived somewhere is recounted, the time in
such a narration feels heavy and sharp. But when the person who has lived somewhere for
many years is asked for evidence of this time and his existence in it, this makes him lighter,
more fragile than the lifeless papers that are supposed to be his proof.
One has to think anew the question: “What is ‘living’, ‘dwelling’”?
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Ration cards, voter I-cards, identity cards, passport?
Or is it those relationships because of which not only your own home, but your entire lane,
calls you “amma”?
Is Delhi Shrinking?
08/05/2006
Azra Tabassum
Instead of being built further, Delhi is shrinking. Inside, it is becoming as constricted as it
seems open from the outside – which lets people believe that its space is their own.
This city is what it is because of its crowds, its density. When the number of people reduces,
how will this city breathe? Will this city become a place where, rather than living in it, people
merely spend their lives in it?
Hearing of yet another settlement being broken and emptied out of the city, Sumi began to
traverse image after image of the city in her mind’s eye. She remembered an encounter on
Juhu beach in Mumbai, with a man who was pushing the swing on which her child was seated.
He had asked her, “Are you from Delhi?”
“Yes. But how did you know?”
The man re-tied the cloth wrapped around his head, smiled and said, “I have a dream that I
will go to Delhi one day”.
Sumi realised she had encountered her city afresh, and with an intimacy.
She asked, “Where are you from?”
Pushing the swing, his lungs straining from the effort, he said, “I too am from Delhi”.
“Then why don’t you come to Delhi?” Sumi said, looking at her child who was holding the
swing in fear of falling off.
“Mumbai is not like Delhi”, he said. “Mumbai calls you, but doesn’t let you leave. I had come
here to work. I had thought it a city of films; I thought money would shower everywhere. But
that’s not how it is. A world is as difficult to live in, as it looks beautiful from afar. I married
here. I have a wife, kids. Now it is difficult to leave. Only someone who has a lot of money
can leave Mumbai. Delhi is a city of people with hearts. Anyone can come to Delhi, and
dream dreams of a home, a place of one’s own…”
These words appeared and reappeared in Sumi’s mind. She thought, “When those spaces
which invite and give place to people from outside won’t remain in Delhi, then how will Delhi
be called a city of people with hearts?”
Sumi recalled her friend Sandhya bhabhi, whose sister-in-law Shobha lived in Nangla
Maanchi, near Pragati Maidan. But now she had come to LNJP with her family, to live with
Sandhya bhabhi.
Shobha had been married into Nangla. Her daughter was now 15 years old.
When Shobha sat sobbing, remembering the days she had spent at Nangla, Sandhya bhabhi
had consoled her, “Don’t be anxious, Shobha. You have all the documents for the house in
Nangla. The government will give you a place to live. You will be able to remake your universe”.
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Shobha’s voice was heavy as she said, “No, bhabhi, documents are of no use any more.
They won’t do anything. I have documents and receipts of every single thing – big and small
– that I have bought while in that house. I had kept them carefully, knowing I would need
them one day. But they are all useless now”.
Sandhya bhabhi had come to Sumi’s house and was recounting this conversation. Sumi was
finding it difficult to believe this. She removed her child from her breast, adjusted her
clothes, opened the cupboard in which she stored food. She pulled out a packet with old
and new documents and started showing them to Sandhya bhabhi.
“Look, I have a passbook from 1981. I used to deposit one rupee every month in my son’s
name. A man used to come here every month and take the money. I had done this only five
to six months when he disappeared. I didn’t get any money, but didn’t mind that – after all,
the passbook is proof I was here at that time. And look at this aluminium token…”
She drew out such things one after the other and showed them, as if she was sharing with
Sandhya bhabhi the fragrance of an old rose that she had dried and saved.
Sandhya bhabhi said, “I too have all this. But they are no good any more. They are useless”.
“No, bhabhi! How can that be? What will we do?”
“That is something I don’t know. I can’t understand. LNJP will also be broken, sometime or
the other. What will happen to us who have nothing except a hope that lingers on these
documents? But everyone is forgetting that it doesn’t take long for a space to get made
with a new name, wherever people go”.
With this prediction, Sandhya bhabhi connected Sumi’s fate to her own, and left. Alone,
Sumi thought to herself, “If this place was not intended for humans, why did they give us
rations, oil, sugar, rice? If we are not inhabitants of this city, why do they make us vote for
them? Why did they allow us time to create relationships? Have I lived here this long to
become a guest in my own house?”
Then she spoke out loud, “We have bought this place”. She picked up each document as if
it were a fragile flower, and just as a human is wrapped in his burial shroud, she folded them
all in a cloth and replaced them in the cupboard, carefully, as if they didn’t belong to her
and that she was only their custodian.
In her heart, she kept thinking, “Is Delhi shrinking, instead of being built further?”
Conversation with a Journalist
15/05/2006
Rakesh Khairalia, Lakhmi C. Kohli, Shamsher Ali, Jaanu, Dilip
“At the time of demolition, and in talking about demolition, what gets lost is the making of
the space. People who live in Nangla have come from Bihar, Assam, Uttar Pradesh, etc.
They came into the city, and perhaps were already living somewhere, when in order to save
their rent, they started to make a new space instead.
“People do not settle somewhere to take over land.
“A basti is given ration cards, voter I-cards with trepidation, and a long time after it has been
settled in – a basti is not recognised as a settlement for 8-10 years after it first begins.

The Nangla Maanchi Blog / 563

“How does a basti get made?
“Someone comes from a village. They may come alone, or with a friend. They may be the
first to come to the city from their village, or they may know someone in the city from
before. Someone may come to the city just to be with a friend.
“They work and save some money. Then they start to make something of their own. And it
is after this that they call their family.
“A space is not a flat plane, devoid of power dynamics and negotiations. Just making a
place to live is not enough. A protracted process of negotiation with the state begins.
Claims are slowly made – for infrastructure – for electricity, for water. Local politicians play
an important role in this.
“That is when people begin to say, ‘Chhani-chhani jagah se basti sajna shuru hui… (A noplace was decorated and a basti began to form...)’.
“It is not a lane which is made first, but a mahaul (environment). People, who have come
from different places begin to get to know each other. It is not like a resettlement colony,
after all, where people who have known each other for a long time are relocated to a lane
in a settled colony.
“When a space is being settled in, what is made is a door after a door. Over many years –
10, 15, 20, 30 – after the labour of day and night, the state of a home changes from
chhappar (temporary shelter) to chhat (roof).
“As door after door is put up, people who were strangers to each other slowly make a
neighbourhood.
“This is the stubbornness to live, to make, to dwell.
“This disappears in a demolition. The transformation from chhappar to chhat, from being
strangers to becoming a neighbourhood, disappears. It becomes about the zameen (land),
which is ‘occupied’.
“You may discover it when you walk in the lanes of Nangla – even today, when you will see
lanes in which only one house has been broken, and lanes in which all houses, save one,
have been demolished.
“This is what we mean by Nangla’s Delhi”.
Space and Land
11/05/2006
Neelofar
Shadows are bound to form and follow us around as the sun’s youthfulness increases.
Settlements in Delhi today are not untouched by the demolition of Nangla. They also feel
the scorch of the orbit of time that Nangla has passed through, and continues to, still.
For instance, LNJP also perceives its future through Nangla.
Earlier, when there would be talk of the ‘removal’ of LNJP colony, people used to shun it
away as a rumour. My mother used to say, “We have been hearing this for so long now,
since the time this colony was beginning to be settled. We used to hear this even when we
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had come here, 17-18 years ago”.
But today, even though there are no rumours about the dwelling being broken, somewhere
people have accepted that this space is not theirs any longer.
Now, every Sunday, some women get together and go out in search of land, and meet
property dealers. It is mostly women who go out to look for land. Perhaps they think in their
minds that men/their husbands go out to work during the day and return only in the evening;
but women and children stay in the basti the entire day, and so it is important that women
know and gauge the ways of living, amenities, etc., of a new place.
When the women return, tired, in the heat of the afternoon, they bring a lot with them, and
share it with everyone at home and in the neighbourhood.
“Land is available at Rs 1400-1500 per sq. ft. there”. “The area is in wilderness”. “Some
people have begun to live there”. “There are too many mosquitoes there”. “This is the
number of the bus that goes there.” “There is also a mosque there”. “There is a school, too,
there”. “Electricity is a problem there”.
They gather and bring with them many facts, much information of this kind, from a single
encounter. The decision of whether one should go to live there is a decision that will be
taken later, by the entire family.
Many people have bought plots of land elsewhere. Some people have begun to get houses
constructed on them. Some have even begun to go and live there, giving over their houses
in LNJP on rent. They come back here now only occasionally.
But people who live in LNJP have not given up on LNJP completely.
How can they? It is in so many years that they have made this space theirs.
This relationship is like the mixing of milk and water, which are not only difficult, but almost
impossible to separate. But to the government, this relationship seems to be one of a fly
fallen into milk, which can be removed with a finger at any time, whenever…
A Place to Dwell
10/05/2006
Shamsher Ali
Inside all those places termed “illegal” by the government, there lies a different story. The
government plants the stake of its stamp on a place – ‘This is government property’. And
in response, we place our small bundles of receipts and papers gathered from past time till
today. But the world moves on the basis of documents, which these receipts are not.
The law is a shape-shifting thing, and thus brings about different kinds of changes. Appeals
made by bastis being uprooted are squashed with the state’s words, “You are illegal
occupants. To give you the land you are living on is like returning money to a pickpocket”.
People who dwell in these places still try to figure out what the word ‘basti’ means, away
from the locking, unlocking chains of government bodies and legal pronouncements.
People have been thrown into turbulence ever since the order to demolish Nangla came,
and even as the demolition began, people kept saying, “Nangla invites everyone. Those who
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come are not interviewed on their arrival”.
The city is shrinking from within, and we are being thrown out, cast away. But for the woman
who seldom crosses the threshold of her house, the city is expanding. The city’s form has
grown in terms of what is seen and what is heard. Women who used to sit at the threshold
of their houses and talk about their neighbourhood now bring the city into their
conversations – what is being shown on television, what is appearing in newspapers, what
is the latest in politics, etc. With changing time, Nangla Maanchi has spread into the city.
Today the city has a new outline, and Nangla has become an important link in this. The air
of Nangla is in everyone’s breath. Seasons change. The city’s appearance takes delight in
these seasons, and changes according to the season. But the non-seasonal change in the
city, through violent gusts in the form of demolitions, demand a shift in understanding.
Some people, like rickshaw-pullers, who think of parts of the city as their own garden, are
swept away in this change.
Those who hold power look at the city from above: they are different kinds of sculptors of
the city. The meniscus of the allegedly immiscible fluids – “legal” and “illegal” – has broken
its surface tension; contents have begun to splash out of the cup.
The city disowns and expels its own dwellings.
Today Nangla tussles with all this – as hundreds of trucks, carrying thousands of
households separated from each other, roam the streets of the city, looking for their own
places to dwell.
Here and Elsewhere
10/05/2006
Lakhmi C. Kohli
In the last few days, things have been made and unmade. There have been doubts about
what it is that is being made, what is being unmade, and questions about what the new plan
is, after all. A dwelling is broken, and along with it, its time, weave, modes of living;
questions about life are ripped apart and replaced with turbulence, tension, and a realisation
that even the eye of the law has stopped casting its gaze upon the basti.
A dwelling: in which people live in self-evolved modes, in which each moment gives rise to
a new fable about life, and in which eyes dream living dreams:
“What should be painted on this wall?”
“The roof drips, I should get a new roof laid”.
“The legs of the cot have to be removed and placed under the cupboard”.
“A new window in the house will be good, as it will mean sounds will flow into the room all
the time”.
Dreams like these, and so many more – including those that are not limited to one’s own
courtyard.
But the law draws new lines and makes new boundaries every moment. Those who live in
cities live in these maps that are drawn everyday; the lines of these maps clash with the
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lines of their lives.
It is not that people who live in cities don’t redraw maps themselves. Whenever difficulties
are faced regarding water, electricity or sewage, old and new lanes are dug up, and
technicians of the city, who can be found along different lanes, are called upon.
Today, once again, the enterprise to remake the city has begun, but this time on a large
scale. New, beautiful maps and plans are being drawn up. These are, perhaps, impossible
to take to some conclusion without evictions and demolitions.
But no matter how many new maps and plans become possible in this way, demolitions
pierce and sting countless lives. Demolitions distil these lives from walls, lanes, brick-paved
pathways and doors.
Does the State’s imagination of the city of the future include a demand for an understanding
of the time lived in the city by the inhabitants of a basti? Nangla has already given up its
first half to the city.
The remainder, not as yet fully unmoored, tries to distract itself from decisions about its future,
and continues to light its stoves the same place they have been lit for years, and where, passing
through the soft membrane of the curtain, conversations, events, happenings of the streets,
lanes and roads of the city have been transformed into stories.
In Nangla today, there are pockets where people have left, and taken along with them even the
sounds of the place. The three days of demolition were a new aspect of the city for Nangla
Maanchi. Inhabitants have scattered to different parts of the city, in different colonies where new
relationships, new contexts, new neighbourhoods, new stories will now have to be born.
Memories will be made, and memories will be dispersed.
It seems as if demolitions have not removed pages from the diaries of lives, but added
many new blank pages to the diaries, for something new to be inscribed on them. But how
will the city include this in its own understanding and perspective?
For people who remain in Nangla, demolitions are being lived in instalments. Everyday, the
same question appears in everyone’s mouths, “When is the next date?” Those who have the
capacity or the power to gather a hundred others around them, busy themselves in
guesswork, planting some poles of reassurance.
“What is about to happen?” asks each pair of eyes.
These questions, and the desires they withhold, ask that the future take them elsewhere.
What will this ‘elsewhere’ be?
How will the law, and the city, inscribe this in its imagination?
Entering Ghevra
01/06/2006
Lakhmi C. Kohli
As far as the eye could see, there was flat land. Not a single structure could be seen.
Silence reached the ears. Criss-crossing lines made by tractors, cycles and feet stretched
from below my feet and travelled on. The land is dry. Divided up like small plots for farming,
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it has soaked up any water that might have been present.
Eyes search for a trace of the city, search for a semblance of a house-like structure. The
ears seek a trace of human voice.
But perhaps this place has none of these.
The city is far away from here. One can see it faintly at the edges of one’s vision. But sounds
lose their power to traverse such huge distances, and to enter here. This is a corner of the
city. Buses which one is used to seeing so filled up in the city, roam empty here. Threewheelers roam with their small drapes closed. To reach Ghevra, one has to turn from the
road onto a path which probably doesn’t lie on the route of any bus. Shops line the road,
stopping where the bus ends its journey. If you live in the middle of Delhi, no three-wheeler
driver will probably agree to bring you here.
Even the road that connects Ghevra to the city lies outside the domain of the city.
From the main road, the three-kilometre stretch must be crossed on foot. The same path
leads you into Ghevra, and out of it. Vast levelled terrain lies on either side, grounds which
used to be fields on which lentils were grown. Patches now lie burnt. Looking around, I
panicked for a while at the thought of what I would say if someone were to ask me where I
had come from. Would I say, “I have come from Delhi?”
I wondered about resettlement colonies – when people are uprooted and resettled far away
from their homes, they are pushed out of the city. It is said they are not part of the city,
their dwellings are not “the city”. On relocation, they must begin the process of transforming
the land they are moved to, into “the city”.
Slowly they will build it, and make it part of the city. People keep bringing the city into their
courtyards through their conscious will.
Postcard from LNJP
05/06/2006
Saifuddin
From up above, in the sky: I think I may fall, what if I do! But what have I to fear?
God has, after all, made me to fly.
But some of the others like me live the fear more intimately, and have begun to shy from
flying. Perhaps it is the sights that they see which makes them fearful.
I remember one such sight. Brick after brick was falling apart. It was a heart-wrenching
sight. From the sky, people gathering and moving from where they live, and in so doing they
looked like us, like a flock of birds. Constantly on the move.
But when their abode is destroyed, what is it that they go out to seek?
Is it for a new home? A new set of troubles and woes?
A new identity? A new recognition or regard from the city?
But here, up above in the sky, from where I watch them, I feel all of this will not be
possible…
And so the pigeon flew over the city, amidst its flock, and looked down and watched. What
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did the city look like from that height?
“Can you see that family?”
“Yes, of course!”
“In their condition, do you think they will be able to settle down and make a home again?”
“My sense is, maybe not. Otherwise, would they have hung around in the park the last three
days?”
“So are they contemplating spending their entire lives in this park?”
“No, you fool! They are the few hopeful ones, waiting for someone to arrive and reassure
them. Or perhaps they are organising means to return to their village with the entire family.
They will return to the time they had left behind and spend the rest of their life in their past.
Maybe they will never return to the city”.
“But a majority of them will stay in the city. Then how will the city get cleaned? The
government says Delhi will become clean when slums are removed. But people are
scattering, and they will resettle in the city, only in a new location. Maybe when they don’t
have a home they will not think of creating a family. Maybe this is the government’s
population control drive!”
“Again, stupidity from you! Habitats may be cleared, but not peoples’ will to make life in the
city! And you, who can see the earth and the open sky, can’t you see how much pain there
is in being uprooted and being separated from your neighbourhood?”
“You think too much. Why can’t you just concentrate on what you have to do!”
“And you talk like a caged bird who sleeps away his time. Take a friend’s suggestion: open your
ears once in a while, listen to what people say about how they make their life, what is going on
in their neighbourhoods, listen to them talk about their sadness, and how they express it”.
“I see no need to do all this! Maybe I will some day, if I get the time. And you, friend, will do
well if you look ahead of you. See how much grain is on that roof there!”
“Let’s fly faster. We have got left behind from our flock. Someone may think we are pigeons
from his flock, and summon us to his roof. Come, lets fly back into our own flock… Hey,
all of you, wait! We are right behind you, and are flying faster to join up with you…”
The City and Its Landscapes
14/04/2006
Rakesh Khairalia
There is a restlessness in the city. Each day people roam the streets with their inner
landscapes on roads that are like the whorls on our fingertips – they cannot be removed,
or erased.
From where one stands, one can sense the present, and look back and see time that has
passed; but no corner of time to come can be seen. Ahead, there is a sky. The sky flows
into time that is yet to come, it is the intimation of things to come.
Time watches everyone through the frames it makes with its different weights and scales.
Nothing is hidden from the eyes of time.
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What does the mirror, which reflects the everyday thoughts of living, of the capacity and will
to live, say to us? We live in the same place, in the same time, with similar hungers, similar
hopes and desires… then how is it that the directions we want to proceed in become so
contrary to each other?
What are these divergent streams emerging from the various sounds and conditions of our
lives?
When we pause somewhere to look at them closely, they look back at us with slanting
gazes. When we look from above, they seem deep. When we look from in front, their time
seems eternal, endless.
When we make images from what was, and what is, in Nangla, are we a thread entangling
itself in other threads? Or are we like a waterfall in a mountain, cutting through rocks, paving
some kind of a way, a path? After one has seen so much, what is it that can be called
‘normalcy’ in life?
Who is ‘normal’?
You, or I, or someone else?
Today there is anger in peoples’ eyes, a fire in their hearts, a defeat on their foreheads. The
one causing all this is in front of us, but there is nothing to be done about it.
What kind of a situation is this?
Hindi blog postings translated by Shveta Sarda
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