Delhi in May:

weltering
and Chaoti

BY BACETE BWOGO

DELHI, India May-June 1995

Mr. Peter Bird Martin

Executive Director

Institute of Current World Affairs
Hanover, New Hampshire

Dear Peter:

I could not figure out any other place in the world outside India
where Hindi films are more popular than Sudan. And I had great
fascination with India ever since. I even learnt how to sing some
Hindi songs that I heard in the movies, and my favorite actor was
Shami Kapoor. [ still see in my mind’s eye the beautiful valleys of
Kashmir under the blue skies, the green gardens filled with flowers
and trees, between which young people in their colorful outfits ran,
danced and sang their romantic songs. I also remember how most
films centered around social issues that bedeviled Indian society,
and how attempts were made to resolve these social problems, by
loving and caring people. This is the India I cared about seeing. But
after I arrived in Delhi, I could not reconcile what I thought then,
and the reality of life I was seeing here now. And a feeling of confu-
sion lingers in my mind.

After only one week in Delhi I learnt how to pity objects. One day
I was taking a morning walk along the Mathura road near my hotel,
when I saw a frog-eyed, old 1950s lorry wrecked miserably across
the middle of the road like a wounded buffalo with a broken back,
blocking the road completely. Red bricks lay scattered all around
over the street where the lorry had broken down. Water from the ra-
diator gushed out and oil oozed from different parts of the machine
on the street as if it were bleeding. I almost exclaimed, “poor crea-
ture!” It really seemed it had had a life of its own just a little while
before the accident. The traffic was shifted to the other side of the
street and vehicles heading in opposite directions used the one lane.
Most cars and other motor vehicles left behind a tail of smoke as they
moved along the road, some with a rattling sound.

The day is hot-as-can-be, 45 degrees Celsius. It is humid and
sticky. The fine dust in the atmosphere and the blue/black smoke
spewing from moving vehicles form a lethal cocktail that leaves eve-
rybody on the street gasping for a breath of air. A vehicle driven by

Continued on page 4

Bacete Bwogo, a Sudanese physician, is an ICWA Fellow studying primary health
care delivery in Costa Rica, Cuba, Kerla State in India & the U.S.A.
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No Escape for Delhiites from
Industrial Pollution

Delhi City is ranked as the third in the world list of
polluted cities. There are already 22 lakh (one lakh=
1,00,000) motor vehicles on the road. Some 700 new
vehicles come on to the streets each day and 1,700
people die in road traffic accidents each year. Many
car drivers are found to have faked driving licenses
(The Economist, Dec. 4, 1993). Also there are 90,000 in-
dustrial units in Delhi which account for 25% of the
2,200 tons of pollutants discharged into Delhi skies
daily. Only 550 industrial units have installed pollu-
tion control devices and more than 30,000 industrial
units release toxic matter like ammonia, lead and sul-
fur dioxide. Polluting units are even increasing in res-
idential areas. The rate of respiratory diseases in
Delhi is 10 times higher than the national average. It
was found that traffic policemen who are constantly
exposed to fumes of automobile exhaust, suffered a
high rate of respiratory, skin and eye problems (The
Environmentalist, vol. 13, no., 1993).
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Speeding Redline Kills
three sleeping kids

Overused brakes cause more mishaps in Capital
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A shocked Ram Kali trying to recount what happened after the Redline bus rammed into her
tent. She has also lost her two children in the accident. Express photo
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An auto-rickshaw in
Connaught Place

an improvised water pump turned motor engine
moves along desperately struggling on the road almost
hopping like a grasshopper. Seeing what I was seeing,
[ felt a tickle and could not manage to restrain a smile.
I smiled, and said to myself, “well, it's quite some kind
of fun to be here”.

Not very far from the broken lorry, I asked an auto-
rickshaw driver to take me to Connaught place, the
hub of New Delhi, where travel agents, airline offices
and banks are located. After we started to move off, I
asked him what he thought was the cause of the lorry
accident. He just looked at the direction of the lorry

and smiled. Then whoops!, he nearly hit the vehicle
ahead of us. “What is it?”, I asked. He murmured
something in Hindi which I did not understand. Some-
thing was wrong with the brakes. From time to time
we had to pull to the side of the street to avoid hitting
the vehicle ahead of us and we drifted towards the pe-
destrian pavement for a few meters before finally com-
ing to a halt with the aid of his foot which he extended
outside to touch the ground.

I was worried that we might not reach Connaught
Place in one piece. “Please, stop?”, I said, “1 want to
take another rickshaw. “Wait, wait”, he insisted.

Connaught Circus
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Janpath Lane Market

“Why?”, I asked. He brought out some equipment and
said, “brake, brake, no good”. He fixed a new brake-
cord and said, “OK, Connaught Place, acha (yes)?”
And we were on our way again. But then the rickshaw
ran out of gas. He switched something on under the
seat I was sitting on and the engine came back to life
again. He hit the gas and we were rolling on the street
once again. I noticed that the driver never sat straight
in his seat, but always at an angle. He put a cushion on
his seat, because he was sitting right on the engine,
which was hot.

I have never experienced reckless driving like this be-

fore. The rickshaw drivers seem to be fearless, as they
plow their way through the heavy traffic. No one cares
about making signals if one driver wants to go into an-
other lane or to overtake another vehicle. The buses
equally threaten the smaller vehicles on the road by
their sheer larger sizes. Everybody appears to be in a
hurry on the road. Finally, we arrived at the junction of
Kasturba Ghandi Marg (Road) and Tolstoy Marg.

As the traffic lights turn red and the cars stop, someone
with a broken limb or missing fingers or with an open
wound (the raw parts left bare for you to see) will
come and approach you while you are seated in the

A slum in Lajpat Nagar,
New Delhi
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rickshaw. Such a person will always ask you, “rupia,
rupia” (one rupee, one rupee), a request for you to do-
nate some money. And if you pretend not to listen or
you look the other way to avoid that person who is
asking you, an attempt will be made to touch your feet
with the hand or head, saying, “el salaam aleikum, el
Hamdulelah.” The asking is tenacious and persuasive.

At this point you feel hopelessly confused not knowing
what to do. Speak to the rickshaw driver to bail you
out of the situation? Perhaps a good idea, but in most
cases the driver will pretend not to listen to you, nor
will he answer you or help you or tell the beggar to
leave. Your salvation will come only when the traffic
lights turn green and the cars begin to move forward
once again. Peter, believe me, you will never forget this
experience and you shall develop a kind of weird sen-
sitivity or fear for cross-road stoppages as long as you
are in Delhi.

Of course, not all road junctions are like that. Beggars
target areas where traffic hold-ups take a longer time
to open up especially around the main market areas
such as Connaught place. As you get off the rickshaw,
you will meet such people again sitting at the en-
trances or exits of subways waiting to ask for some-
thing from whoever is passing by. I noticed that for-
eigners make easier targets for a long and often
persuasive asking. I don’t know what the assumption
is here. Sometimes a woman carrying a small baby will
approach and ask you to give something for the baby
to eat. You feel confused and ashamed of yourself if
you do not give anything. What do you do? Here is a
supposedly hungry baby and what a shame it will be if
you did not help in some way. However, you will get
used to the situation and learn to deal with it better.
Such stories seem to have no end as long as the sun
rises and sets every day in Delhi.

On another day, one of those often-thin children may
stop you at on the sidewalk and will intentionally pro-
trude its abdomen and beat it like a drum to indicate it
is hungry. Some children are trained by older persons
to beg from passersby on the street while they watch
the children from a distance. If a child receives a gift
from someone, it must give it up to the older person

who is watching from afar.

Another place I visited is the Janpath market where
you could buy things at good bargain prices. Shouts of
Achahe! Belichai! Etzat! Folifive! Tewenifive! I don’t
understand what all these words mean, but they have
a musical sound in them that makes the sale inter-
esting. One must be careful in this place because there
are many pick-pocketers. Some street-side sellers will
attempt to sell you something through strong persua-
sion and they can easily fool you if you are not careful.
The same person may approach you more than once.
Perhaps the assumption is that some travelers may
have short memories and therefore would not be able
to recognize them as the same person they have seen
before.

From Connaught Place, I visited the Yamuna river east
of New Delhi. AsI stood on the bridge I saw some peo-
ple dive into the water on the shallow edge of the river
and bring out from under the water some mud
through which they search for some fortune. I was told
that people come to stand on the bridge to throw gifts
into the river so that God may give them some kind of
blessings. They throw coins and other articles as offer-
ings while fortune seekers dive to get them out from
under the river bed. I don’t know what their chances
are of finding money or other valuable materials in the
turbid water; the river is too wide and the water is not
clear enough for them to see through.

On my way back from the Yamuna river, I saw a man
riding on the back of an elephant in the middle of the
Ring road which runs around Delhi.

As I continue my adventures around Delhi I see the
need for more basic sanitary facilities. In some places
the poverty really gets me down. In others I am sur-
prised to find television sets in some homes in slum ar-
eas. The more I go around Delhi, the more I learn
about new things that I did not know before.

However, I keep thinking about my frustration of not
finding even a few of those good things that fascinated
me in the Hindi-films I saw before in my homie in
Sudan. Q

Auto-rickshaw: is a noisy three-wheel device powered by a stroke motorcycle engine with a driver up front and seats for two
(or sometimes more) passengers behind. They don’t have doors and have just a canvas top. They are also known as scooters
or autos. They are faster than taxis for short trips and fare is half that for a taxi. (Lonely planet, India: travel Survival Kit)
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