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A note to the reader 

Delhi rarely introduces itself in a single sentence. It may greet you 

with a red sandstone wall, the curve of a colonnade, the fragrance of 

cardamom from a tea stall, or the familiar bustle of a market lane. 

In one part of the city, a centuries-old tomb rests among lawns and 

birdsong; in another, a Metro train carries students, office-goers 

and visitors towards the next appointment. 

This book begins with the city as it has been lived since 

Independence in 1947, while looking further back whenever earlier 

history helps explain a monument, a street or a custom. Its purpose 

is descriptive rather than argumentative: to share carefully framed 

facts, local colour and the small details through which a city 

becomes familiar. 

Delhi is home to many languages, faiths, cuisines and ways of living. 

No single account can represent every resident. The scenes here are 

windows into the city, not claims that everyone experiences it in the 

same way. Historical descriptions have been checked against 

institutional reference sources where possible; local traditions and 

interpretive scenes are identified as such. Illustrations are newly 

generated interpretive artwork, not historical photographs or exact 

depictions of specific sites. 

How to Use This Book 

Read the chapters in sequence for a journey from the city’s broad 

character to its monuments, markets, historical places, 

post-Independence life, culture, festivals and people. Or begin 

wherever your curiosity leads: use the market chapter before an 

outing, the monument chapters as prompts for a slower visit, or the 

chapters on culture and people as companions to conversations 

with residents. The captions describe the idea each illustration is 

intended to convey; they should not be used as evidence that a 

depicted scene occurred exactly as shown. For visits, confirm 
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current opening arrangements and local rules with the relevant site 

or authority. 
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Introduction: A city made of 

many Delhis 

Ask someone what Delhi is, and the answer may begin with food, 

traffic, monuments, shopping, weather, work, family or childhood. 

Ask someone else, and the story may start with a lane in Old Delhi, 

a government quarter where they grew up, a college canteen, a bus 

route, or the first time they stepped out of a railway station with a 

suitcase and a plan. Delhi is a capital, but it is also a collection of 

personal geographies. 

The city’s character comes partly from its long history. Settlements 

and capitals rose in and around this region over many centuries. 

The names of old cities—Lal Kot, Siri, Tughlaqabad, Firozabad, 

Dinpanah and Shahjahanabad—remain attached to ruins, 

neighbourhoods and memories. The Mughal city of Shahjahanabad 

gave Delhi the Red Fort, Jama Masjid and Chandni Chowk. The 

British-era capital added broad avenues, formal roundabouts and 

monumental public buildings. Independent India brought new 

residents, new neighbourhoods, new institutions and new ways of 

moving through the city. 

The year 1947 is an essential turning point. Independence and 

Partition changed Delhi’s population and family histories. Many 

people arrived from areas that became part of Pakistan, carrying 

belongings, skills, memories and the determination to begin again. 

Their presence became part of the city’s post-Independence story, 

shaping neighbourhoods, businesses, food habits and cultural life. 

Delhi continued to welcome people from across India, and each 

generation added new accents and customs to its streets. 

The result is a city that can be read in contrasts. Old Delhi’s lanes 

are intimate and intricate; central New Delhi often feels spacious 

and ceremonial. A quiet garden tomb can sit a short drive from a 

crowded bazaar. A craft market brings the colours and techniques of 

distant states into one courtyard. A festival may fill a residential 

colony with lights, music and shared food. In Delhi, the past is not 
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confined to a museum. It is part of the route to work, the name of a 

market, the outline of a skyline and the recipe served at a family 

gathering. 

This book follows eight routes through that living city: its identity, 

monuments, markets, historical places, history after Independence, 

culture, festivals and people. It is not a complete encyclopaedia, nor 

a visitor’s checklist. It is a companion for readers who want to 

understand why Delhi feels the way it does—and perhaps recognise 

a little of their own city in its stories. 
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Chapter 1 — About Delhi: The 

city of many layers 

 

 

 

Delhi’s many scales meet: an intimate market lane, a neighbourhood green and 

the broad avenues of the capital. 

Delhi is both a place on the map and an idea carried by its people. It 

is India’s national capital, a major centre of education, culture, 

trade and public life, and a city whose identity has been shaped by 

centuries of movement. For some, Delhi is the broad avenue leading 

towards India Gate; for others, it is a familiar corner shop, the call 

of a street vendor, a favourite bus stop or the lane where everyone 

knows which door to knock on. 

A landscape that shaped a city 

The Yamuna flows along Delhi’s eastern side, while the Aravalli 

ridge extends through parts of the south and southwest. The river 

DELHI, IN EVERY LANE  •  7 



and the ridge have influenced settlement, routes and the city’s green 

spaces. Delhi’s climate has strong seasonal character: winter 

mornings can be crisp and misty, spring brings a brief softness to 

the air, summer arrives with formidable heat, and the monsoon 

changes the light, the trees and the rhythm of outdoor life. 

The city’s greenery is one of its distinctive features. Tree-lined 

avenues, neighbourhood parks, ridge forests and historic gardens 

offer pockets of calm amid busy roads. In Lodhi Garden, people 

walk past tombs from earlier centuries; in a colony park, children 

play cricket while older residents gather for their morning walk. The 

landscape is not merely scenery. It is part of how Delhi residents 

use and remember the city. 

Old Delhi and New Delhi 

Old Delhi, especially the area around Shahjahanabad, is 

experienced at street level. Its lanes turn unexpectedly; balconies 

overlook shopfronts; religious buildings, havelis and markets 

occupy neighbouring spaces. The senses lead the way: the aroma of 

spices, the metallic rhythm of a workshop, the sweetness of jalebi 

and the continuous conversation between shopkeepers and 

customers. 

New Delhi, planned as the imperial capital in the early twentieth 

century and inaugurated as India’s capital city in 1931, has a 

different rhythm. Its ceremonial axis, broad roads, roundabouts and 

monumental buildings create a sense of space. The Rashtrapati 

Bhavan complex, the Secretariat buildings and India Gate express 

the architecture of that period. After Independence, these spaces 

acquired new meanings as public landmarks of the Republic. 

Between these broad descriptions lie countless local worlds: Karol 

Bagh’s commercial streets, the university neighbourhoods, the 

residential colonies of South Delhi, the markets of East Delhi, the 

planned districts of Dwarka and Rohini, and the fast-growing urban 

areas around the National Capital Region. Delhi is not one uniform 

experience. Its personality changes from one neighbourhood to 

another. 
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A capital built by arrivals 

Delhi has long attracted people seeking work, education, public 

service, trade and opportunity. The movement became especially 

visible after 1947, when Partition brought large numbers of refugees 

into the city. Families established homes and businesses, and the 

experience of rebuilding life became woven into Delhi’s 

post-Independence identity. In later decades, people arrived from 

Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Haryana, Bihar, Bengal, the 

South and the Northeast, among many other places. 

This movement can be heard in everyday speech. Hindi is widely 

used, while Punjabi, Urdu and many other Indian languages are 

part of the city’s soundscape. English appears in offices, schools, 

colleges and public communication. Conversations often move 

naturally between languages, with a local phrase adding warmth or 

emphasis. The result is not one Delhi accent or one way of speaking, 

but a lively exchange. 

The city in daily life 

Delhi’s routines are shaped by distance and season. A Metro ride 

may be part of a student’s daily journey; an auto-rickshaw may 

connect a resident to the nearest market; a walk through a colony 

park may mark the start or end of the day. Tea is a dependable 

pause, whether served in a small glass at a roadside stall or in a cup 

at a café. Food, too, connects the city’s many influences: parathas, 

chaat, kebabs, chole bhature, momos, South Indian breakfasts and 

regional home cooking all belong to Delhi’s broad menu. 

The city can seem hurried, but its social life is often built around 

small pauses: a neighbour asking after a family member, a 

shopkeeper remembering a regular customer, a group sharing 

snacks after work, or relatives planning a festival meal. These 

ordinary gestures are part of the city’s character as surely as its 

famous monuments. 

To know Delhi, then, is to resist the idea that one landmark or one 

neighbourhood can stand for the whole. The city is layered, 
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sometimes grand and sometimes intimate. Its story lives in both the 

wide view and the small detail. 

Reading Delhi through its routes 

One useful way to understand Delhi is to think in routes rather than 

in a list of attractions. A schoolchild may know the city through the 

bus stop, the playground and the sweet shop near home. A visitor 

may remember a Metro interchange, a monument and a meal. A 

long-time resident may measure change by a shop that has moved, a 

road that has widened or a tree that has grown over a familiar wall. 

Each route is partial, yet each is true to the person who travels it. 

The city becomes legible when these different maps are allowed to 

sit beside one another. 

The landscape in the background 

The Yamuna and the Aravalli ridge are not decorative footnotes. 

They help explain where settlements grew, where gardens and open 

spaces remain, and why Delhi’s landscape shifts from river-edge 

plains to rocky outcrops and wooded ridges. The city’s weather also 

shapes its daily tempo. Winter sunlight invites long walks; the first 

warm weeks of spring bring flowering trees; the summer heat 

changes shopping and exercise hours; and monsoon showers briefly 

alter the smell and colour of the streets. Such observations are not 

universal rules—people experience the seasons differently—but they 

are familiar markers in many Delhi calendars. 

A capital and a collection of homes 

Delhi’s official role can make it appear formal from a distance. Its 

lived identity is more intimate. A colony market, a university 

canteen, a park bench or a lane where a repair shop has served 

several generations can matter as much as a ceremonial avenue. 

New neighbourhoods have grown alongside older settlements, and 

the National Capital Region has made everyday travel and family 

life extend well beyond administrative boundaries. For this reason, 

the word ‘Delhi’ can mean the National Capital Territory, the 

historic city, or the wider urban region in ordinary conversation. 
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Not every reference points to the same map. Noticing that 

distinction makes descriptions more precise and helps avoid 

treating the city as one uniform place. 

A city best approached with curiosity 

For a reader arriving from another part of India, Delhi can feel 

immediately familiar in one respect and entirely new in another. 

The tea stall, family outing, school rush and festival shopping may 

be recognisable, while the scale of the avenues, the density of 

historical layers and the mix of languages give them a particular 

local setting. Long-time residents may notice other details: how a 

familiar route has changed, where a tree shades a pavement, or 

which corner shop still keeps the same rhythm. No single viewpoint 

is more authentic than another. Together they show how a city 

becomes meaningful through repeated encounters. The invitation of 

this chapter is simply to look carefully, to avoid reducing Delhi to a 

handful of famous sights, and to let ordinary places count as part of 

its identity. 
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Chapter 2 — Monuments of the 

Mughal era: Stone, gardens and 

memory 
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Water, sandstone, arches and garden geometry evoke the architectural world of 

Mughal Delhi. This is an illustrative scene, not a documentary view of one exact 

site. 

Delhi’s monuments are not silent objects. They are records of 

ambition, craft, faith, ceremony and daily life. Mughal architecture 

is especially visible in the city, from the great walls of the Red Fort 

to the balanced gardens of Humayun’s Tomb and the expansive 

courtyard of Jama Masjid. These structures were built for different 

purposes, yet together they show how architecture can express an 

idea of order, beauty and public presence. 

The Red Fort: A city within walls 

Emperor Shah Jahan founded Shahjahanabad in the seventeenth 

century and made it his new capital. The Red Fort, begun in 1638, 

served as the palace-fort at the heart of that city. Its red sandstone 

walls and monumental gateways announced the presence of the 

Mughal court, while the palace interiors were designed for a more 

intricate world of audiences, private apartments, gardens and water 

channels. 

Inside the fort, the idea of royal life was expressed through spaces 

arranged for different levels of access. The Diwan-i-Aam was 

associated with public audiences, while the Diwan-i-Khas was a 

more exclusive hall. The water channel known as the 

Nahr-i-Behisht, or Stream of Paradise, connected palace pavilions. 

The design drew on Persian, Timurid, Islamic and Indian traditions, 

brought together through skilled workmanship. 

Today, the Red Fort is both a monument and a national symbol. Its 

walls face the movement of Old Delhi, and its name is familiar far 

beyond the city. Visitors can look closely at its gateways, courtyards 

and surviving structures and imagine the elaborate court that once 

occupied them. The fort’s meaning has changed across centuries, 

but its scale and craftsmanship remain striking. 
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Humayun’s Tomb: A garden made of geometry 

Humayun’s Tomb, completed in the sixteenth century under the 

patronage of his widow, Haji Begum, and during the reign of his son 

Akbar, introduced a grand garden-tomb form to the Indian 

subcontinent. Its raised platform, central dome, red sandstone, 

white marble details and carefully arranged garden create a 

composition that feels both monumental and calm. 

The garden is divided into geometric sections by pathways and 

water channels, a form often described as a charbagh. The design 

guides the eye towards the tomb while allowing the visitor to 

experience the space gradually. The building’s symmetry, arches 

and contrasting materials became influential in later Mughal 

architecture, including the tradition that culminated in the Taj 

Mahal. 

Humayun’s Tomb is especially beautiful in changing light. Morning 

brings softness to the stone; late afternoon draws out its red and 

cream tones. The surrounding complex includes other tombs and 

structures, reminding visitors that historic sites often contain more 

than one story. Here, architecture, landscape and remembrance are 

joined in a single plan. 

Jama Masjid: Space for prayer and community 

Jama Masjid, also commissioned by Shah Jahan and completed in 

the mid-seventeenth century, stands close to the old city’s markets. 

Its broad courtyard, red sandstone and marble surfaces, domes and 

minarets make it one of Delhi’s most recognisable religious 

landmarks. The building was designed for congregational prayer, 

and its scale reflects the central place of communal worship in 

Shahjahanabad. 

A visit is best approached with respect for its active religious life. 

The courtyard is not merely an architectural scene; it is a place used 

by worshippers. The surrounding streets add another dimension, 

with shops, food stalls and neighbourhood routines continuing 
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around the monument. The relationship between the mosque and 

the city demonstrates how heritage remains part of living urban life. 

Other Mughal-era traces 

The city’s Mughal story extends beyond its three best-known 

landmarks. Zafar Mahal in Mehrauli, the remains and gardens 

around Nizamuddin, and surviving structures across the old city 

add detail to the larger picture. Some are celebrated destinations; 

others are quieter traces that require a little more attention. Each 

reminds us that historical Delhi was not a single building but a 

network of residences, gardens, religious spaces, markets and 

routes. 

The broader architectural landscape also includes earlier Sultanate 

structures, such as the Qutb Minar complex, and later tombs such 

as Safdarjung’s Tomb. They are not Mughal monuments in the strict 

sense, but they help explain the long architectural conversation that 

shaped Delhi. Stonework, domes, arches, courtyards and gardens 

evolved across dynasties and generations of craftsmen. 

How to look at a monument 

A rewarding visit begins by slowing down. Notice the way an arch 

frames the sky, the difference between sandstone and marble, the 

pattern carved around a doorway, or the alignment between a tomb 

and its garden. Look for the practical details as well as the grand 

design: steps worn by many feet, shaded corners, water channels 

and places where people naturally pause. 

Monuments tell us about the people who commissioned them, but 

also about the masons, calligraphers, stonecutters, gardeners and 

builders whose work made them possible. Their names are not 

always known, yet their skill remains visible. In this sense, Delhi’s 

monuments are not only records of rulers. They are lasting evidence 

of collective craftsmanship. 
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Architecture as a conversation 

Mughal-era buildings are best understood as part of a longer 

conversation among patrons, builders, materials and inherited 

forms. Red sandstone, white marble, inlay, carved surfaces, domes, 

chhatris, arches and gardens were combined in different ways 

across time. These forms did not emerge from a single source; they 

reflect the movement of ideas and skilled people across regions. Nor 

did architecture stop changing when a building was completed. 

Weather, later uses, repairs, conservation and the surrounding city 

all influence how a monument is experienced today. 

Beyond the familiar photograph 

The most famous view of a monument is only a beginning. At the 

Red Fort, a visitor might look beyond the long outer wall to the 

arrangement of gateways and palace spaces. At Humayun’s Tomb, 

the geometry of paths and channels becomes clearer when seen 

from a slight distance, while details in stone and marble reward a 

slower look. At Jama Masjid, the scale of the courtyard makes sense 

when one remembers that the building continues to serve 

worshippers. These are not interchangeable experiences: a 

palace-fort, a garden tomb and a congregational mosque had 

distinct purposes. Respectful attention to those differences is part of 

appreciating the architecture. 

Craft and care 

The names of emperors and patrons are often recorded, while the 

identities of many masons, stonecutters, calligraphers, 

metalworkers and gardeners remain less visible. Their expertise can 

still be read in the joints of stonework, the balance of a dome, the 

repetition of a carved motif and the alignment of a garden. 

Conservation is therefore not simply about keeping an old façade 

attractive. It involves research, appropriate materials, trained craft, 

careful documentation and choices about how a historic place can 

be used without losing the qualities that make it significant. Visitors 

contribute too: following site rules, avoiding damage and allowing 

others space to experience the place all matter. 
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A note on dates and names 

Monument histories are sometimes compressed into a date and a 

ruler’s name, but construction could take years, and a complex 

might contain buildings from several periods. The Red Fort, for 

example, is best understood as a palace-fort within Shahjahanabad 

and as a site whose later uses are also part of its history. Humayun’s 

Tomb belongs to a wider landscape of garden tombs and associated 

structures, while the Qutb complex reflects an earlier phase of 

Delhi’s architectural history and should not be labelled Mughal. 

Precise distinctions do not interrupt the pleasure of looking; they 

make it more rewarding. Where sources differ or a popular story 

cannot be firmly established, a careful account should state only 

what the evidence supports. 
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Chapter 3 — Markets of Delhi: 

Where the city comes alive 

 

A bazaar is a network of specialist trades, familiar faces, practical errands and 

unexpected discoveries. 

In Delhi, a market is rarely just a place to buy something. It is a 

meeting point, a source of neighbourhood news, a place to eat, 

compare, bargain, browse and discover. The city’s markets range 

from centuries-old lanes organised around specialist trades to 

planned shopping districts and open-air craft bazaars. Their 

differences are part of their charm. 
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Chandni Chowk: The old city’s busy spine 

Chandni Chowk took shape in the seventeenth century as part of 

Shahjahanabad. Tradition associates its planning with Jahanara 

Begum, Shah Jahan’s daughter. The historic thoroughfare once had 

a canal and a pool whose reflected light is often linked to the name, 

commonly translated as ‘moonlight square’. Today, its branches 

lead into specialist lanes, each with its own character. 

Dariba Kalan is associated with jewellery and silverwork; Kinari 

Bazaar is known for decorative borders and wedding trimmings; 

Khari Baoli is famous for spices; and Nai Sarak draws students, 

teachers and readers looking for books and stationery. The area’s 

food stalls and old eateries make the market a destination for more 

than shopping. A walk here can involve fabric samples, spice 

aromas, shop signs, handcarts and the constant choreography of 

people making their way through narrow spaces. 

Connaught Place and Palika Bazaar 

Connaught Place, often shortened to CP, presents a different kind of 

market. Its white colonnades and circular layout reflect the planned 

architecture of New Delhi in the early twentieth century. Shops, 

cafés, restaurants and offices fill its rings, while the central park 

offers a place to pause. The area is a familiar meeting point: ‘Let’s 

meet at CP’ can be enough to set a plan in motion. 

Below the surface, Palika Bazaar adds an enclosed, underground 

shopping experience. It is known for clothing, accessories and 

electronics among other goods. The atmosphere differs from the 

open-air lanes of Old Delhi, but the same Delhi habits apply: 

browsing, comparing, asking questions and deciding whether a 

purchase is worth it. 

Khan Market: Compact and cosmopolitan 

Opened in 1951, Khan Market was established by the Rehabilitation 

Ministry primarily to provide livelihoods for refugees who had 

arrived from the North-West Frontier Province after Partition. It 

was named after Khan Abdul Jabbar Khan (also known as Dr. Khan 
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Sahib), the elder brother of the independence activist Khan Abdul 

Ghaffar Khan, popularly known as Frontier Gandhi. Its U-shaped, 

low-rise layout is more intimate than a mall and more polished than 

a traditional wholesale bazaar. Bookshops, cafés, boutiques, food 

stores and restaurants make it a place where shopping often blends 

with conversation. Its changing character reflects Delhi’s ability to 

adapt older retail formats to new tastes. 

Sarojini Nagar and Lajpat Nagar: Practical 

style 

Sarojini Nagar is popular with shoppers looking for clothing, 

accessories and seasonal finds at accessible prices. The experience 

rewards patience: scan the racks, check the stitching, compare sizes 

and keep an eye out for something unexpected. The market is also a 

social outing, especially for friends who enjoy turning an ordinary 

afternoon into a shopping expedition. 

Lajpat Nagar Central Market is known for garments, fabrics, Indian 

wear, tailoring and accessories. It is a place to look for festive 

outfits, everyday clothing and items that can be customised. The 

market’s food stalls and small shops add to the sense that shopping 

is a full outing rather than a single errand. 

Karol Bagh, Sadar Bazaar and Paharganj 

Karol Bagh has long been associated with clothing, jewellery, 

wedding shopping and a broad range of retail. Its main roads and 

side lanes invite comparison, and the area can feel especially lively 

when families shop for celebrations. Nearby specialist streets have 

developed their own reputations over time, showing how Delhi 

markets often grow through clusters of related trades. 

Sadar Bazaar is a major wholesale market, with shops supplying 

household goods, toys, stationery, decorations and many small 

items used by retailers and families. It is a market of volume and 

variety, where the purpose may be a bulk purchase rather than a 

leisurely browse. 

DELHI, IN EVERY LANE  •  21 



Paharganj Main Bazaar, near New Delhi Railway Station, has a 

different rhythm. Guesthouses, cafés, travel services, clothing and 

souvenir shops serve a mix of visitors and local customers. Its 

narrow street and busy frontage make it a recognisable part of the 

city’s travel landscape. 

Dilli Haat, Janpath and the Monastery Market 

Dilli Haat offers a curated version of the traditional haat, bringing 

crafts, textiles, jewellery and regional food together in one setting. 

Stalls represent artisans and products from different parts of India, 

making the market a useful place to encounter many regional styles 

without leaving Delhi. Its food counters can turn a shopping trip 

into a tour of India’s kitchens. 

Janpath, near Connaught Place, is known for clothing, jewellery, 

bags and souvenirs. The pleasure lies in looking closely, talking to 

vendors and seeing what catches the eye. Baba Kharak Singh Marg 

nearby has state emporiums where visitors can explore crafts and 

textiles associated with different Indian states. 

The Monastery Market, near the Tibetan settlement around Majnu 

ka Tilla, is known for clothing, accessories and Tibetan-influenced 

food and cafés. The surrounding area has its own distinct 

atmosphere, shaped by community institutions and eateries. 

Visitors should approach it as a living neighbourhood as well as a 

shopping destination. 

Markets beyond the familiar list 

Delhi’s market map is much larger. INA Market is known for a wide 

range of food ingredients; Nehru Place is associated with computers 

and technology; Kamla Nagar serves students and shoppers around 

North Campus; South Extension and Greater Kailash have their 

own retail identities; and the Sunday book market of Daryaganj has 

long attracted readers searching for used books and unexpected 

finds. Each market reflects the needs of the people who use it. 

A good market visit begins with a simple plan and leaves room for 

surprise. Wear comfortable shoes, carry water in hot weather, keep 

DELHI, IN EVERY LANE  •  22 



valuables secure in crowded places, and ask politely before 

photographing vendors or customers. If bargaining is customary, 

keep it friendly. The goal is not simply to return with a bag, but to 

understand the place through the people who make it work. 

Markets as neighbourhood maps 

A market often tells a visitor what a neighbourhood needs. A 

wholesale bazaar moves goods in large quantities; a tailoring lane 

gathers fabrics, fittings and skilled hands; a book market brings 

students, teachers and curious readers together; and a residential 

market combines vegetables, medicines, snacks and household 

errands. The labels are never absolute, but specialist clusters help 

explain why one lane feels different from the next. Many shops 

depend on long relationships with suppliers and repeat customers, 

so the visible act of buying is only one part of a wider network. 

A practical guide to browsing 

Different markets invite different habits. In a crowded lane, keep to 

the side when pausing, agree on a price before a service begins, and 

ask before photographing a person or shop interior. For clothing, 

check sizes, seams and return arrangements; for food, choose a 

place where preparation and turnover are visible and use your own 

judgement about what suits you. Wholesale areas such as Sadar 

Bazaar can be busy with people moving stock, so visitors should 

avoid blocking loading points. At craft markets, a friendly question 

about the material or technique can make a purchase more 

meaningful. These are simple courtesies that make the market 

easier for everyone. 

Markets change with the city 

The retail landscape of Delhi is not frozen in one era. New transport 

links alter how people reach a market; online shopping changes 

what customers compare in person; changing household routines 

affect opening hours and demand; and new cafés or specialist stores 

can sit beside older family businesses. The character of a market is 

made by those who work there as well as those who visit. A market 
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walk is therefore more than a shopping itinerary: it is a way to 

observe how livelihoods, tastes and public space adapt. The most 

memorable find may be an item, but it may also be the conversation 

that explains how it was made or why a particular lane is known for 

it. 
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Chapter 4 — Historical places: 

Beyond the famous postcard 

 

Delhi’s historic places range from scientific instruments to stepwells, tombs and 

fortifications. 

Delhi’s historical places extend far beyond the monuments most 

visitors recognise. Some are grand and carefully maintained; others 

are quiet ruins, stepwells, gardens, museums or streets where older 

patterns remain visible. Together, they offer a way to explore the 

city by theme: architecture, science, public memory, gardens, faith 

and everyday urban history. 

Purana Qila and the city’s older landscape 

Purana Qila, or the Old Fort, stands near the broad open spaces of 

central Delhi. Its massive walls and gateways belong to a complex 

history associated with the sixteenth century, including the reigns of 

Humayun and Sher Shah Suri. Archaeological finds from the wider 

area have been connected with earlier settlement, though individual 

historical identifications should be treated carefully. The site is a 
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reminder that Delhi’s story is older and more layered than any 

single capital. 

Jantar Mantar: Observing the sky 

Jantar Mantar in New Delhi is an eighteenth-century astronomical 

observatory commissioned by Maharaja Sawai Jai Singh II. Its large 

masonry instruments were designed to observe celestial movements 

and make astronomical calculations. The structures look almost 

sculptural, but their shapes had practical purposes. Visiting the site 

offers a glimpse of a time when astronomy relied on carefully 

designed instruments, observation and mathematical skill. 

Agrasen ki Baoli: Water and urban life 

Agrasen ki Baoli is a stepwell tucked among the modern buildings of 

central Delhi. Its descending flights of steps lead towards a deep, 

shaded space that feels markedly different from the traffic above. 

Stepwells stored and provided access to water, while also serving as 

architectural and social spaces. The exact dating and origins of this 

baoli are not firmly established in popular accounts, so it is best 

appreciated as part of the region’s long tradition of water 

architecture rather than attached to a single unverified story. 

Lodhi Garden: Tombs in a public garden 

Lodhi Garden combines landscaped paths with tombs and 

structures from the Sayyid and Lodi periods, before the Mughals. 

The garden is now used by walkers, families, photographers and 

people seeking a quiet break. Its appeal lies in the meeting of 

architecture and ordinary life: birds move between trees, joggers 

pass old stonework, and visitors find places to sit in the shade. 

Mehrauli and the Qutb complex 

The Qutb Minar complex is one of Delhi’s most important heritage 

sites. The tower, begun in the early thirteenth century, rises above a 

collection of structures that includes gateways, mosques, tombs and 

the famous iron pillar. It belongs to the early Delhi Sultanate rather 
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than the Mughal period, and its layered architecture reflects the 

transition and interaction of building traditions in medieval India. 

The wider Mehrauli area contains many other historic traces, 

including old walls, shrines, tombs, stepwells and remains 

associated with different periods. It rewards a slower visit, 

particularly for readers interested in how cities preserve fragments 

of earlier settlements within today’s neighbourhoods. 

India Gate and the planned capital 

India Gate is a war memorial designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens and 

completed in 1931. Its names commemorate Indian soldiers who 

died in the First World War and related campaigns. The lawns and 

broad avenues around it have become familiar public spaces for 

residents and visitors. The monument’s meaning is best approached 

through its commemorative purpose and its place in the planned 

landscape of New Delhi. 

Nearby, the ceremonial avenues and government buildings of 

central New Delhi reveal the scale and symmetry of the capital’s 

early twentieth-century plan. The architecture is distinct from the 

intimate lanes of Old Delhi, yet both areas are essential to 

understanding the city’s visual identity. 

Religious places and museums 

Delhi’s places of worship are also part of its cultural geography. 

Gurudwara Bangla Sahib, the Lotus Temple, Birla Mandir, the Jama 

Masjid area, churches and temples across neighbourhoods serve 

communities while welcoming visitors under their own guidelines. 

A respectful visit means dressing appropriately, following 

instructions, and recognising that these are active spaces of worship 

rather than merely sightseeing stops. 

Museums add another layer. The National Museum presents objects 

from across India’s long artistic and historical traditions; the 

National Rail Museum explores railway heritage; and specialised 

museums and memorials focus on science, craft, literature, 

transport and public service. They are useful reminders that history 
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is not only found in buildings. It is also recorded in objects, 

photographs, tools, documents and personal accounts. 

Planning a meaningful heritage day 

Rather than trying to see every landmark in one day, choose a small 

cluster. Pair the Red Fort with a walk through Old Delhi, or 

combine Humayun’s Tomb with nearby heritage sites. Visit a 

garden in the morning and a museum in the afternoon. Leave time 

to sit, read the interpretive signs and observe how people use the 

space today. Delhi’s history becomes easier to remember when it is 

experienced at a human pace. 

The city as an open-air archive 

Delhi’s historical places are not limited to a single dynasty or style. 

Forts, observatories, stepwells, gardens, tombs, old settlements and 

museums preserve different kinds of evidence. A fort may reveal 

defensive planning and the shape of a former settlement; an 

observatory can show how mathematical ideas were translated into 

monumental instruments; a stepwell makes water, architecture and 

climate visible in one structure; and a museum object can bring the 

scale of a much larger story into a small room. The value of looking 

across these categories is that it prevents history from becoming a 

procession of rulers alone. 

A few ways to look closely 

At Purana Qila, notice how the walls define an enclosure and how 

gateways shape movement through it. At Jantar Mantar, look at the 

instruments as carefully designed structures rather than abstract 

sculptures: their forms were intended to help observe and calculate 

celestial movements. Agrasen ki Baoli draws the eye downwards 

through repeated steps and arches, turning descent into a sequence 

of changing frames. Lodhi Garden offers another experience, where 

tombs and other structures sit within a public landscape used for 

walking, reading, exercise and quiet conversation. Each site asks for 

a different pace. A museum, meanwhile, benefits from reading 

labels slowly and allowing one object to hold your attention. 
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Layers, not isolated monuments 

A monument may be linked to several periods of use, repair and 

reinterpretation. Names and dates can sometimes be disputed or 

simplified in popular retellings, so it is worth distinguishing 

established information from local tradition. When a story is 

presented as a legend, it should remain a legend unless reliable 

evidence supports a stronger claim. This does not make the story 

less interesting; it makes the account more trustworthy. Delhi’s 

historic landscape is rich enough without embellishment, and 

uncertainty can be part of the record. The thoughtful visitor leaves 

room for what is known, what is debated and what further research 

may clarify. 

Planning a thoughtful heritage visit 

Before setting out, check whether the site is open, whether 

photography is allowed, and whether any areas are temporarily 

closed. Carry water in hot weather, allow time for security 

procedures where applicable, and wear footwear suited to uneven 

stone paths and steps. At active places of worship, follow posted 

guidance and the lead of staff or hosts. A visit does not need to cover 

every structure. Choosing one building or feature and spending time 

with its form, materials and setting can be more satisfying than 

rushing between landmarks. If you are visiting with children, invite 

them to notice shapes, shadows, echoes and patterns; these simple 

observations can make history tangible without requiring a long 

lecture. 

 

DELHI, IN EVERY LANE  •  29 



Chapter 5 — Delhi after 

Independence: A city changes, a 

city continues 

 

The capital’s post-Independence story is written in changing streets, public spaces, 

homes and journeys. 

The story of Delhi after 1947 is one of rebuilding, expansion and 

adaptation. Independence made Delhi the capital of a newly 

independent nation, but Partition also brought profound changes to 
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the city’s population and family life. Many people arrived from 

areas that became Pakistan, often having to begin again in 

unfamiliar surroundings. Their experiences became part of Delhi’s 

post-Independence history, alongside the stories of residents whose 

families had lived in the city for generations. 

1947 and the work of beginning again 

The months around Partition were difficult for many families across 

northern India. In Delhi, new arrivals needed shelter, work, schools 

and community networks. Camps and temporary arrangements 

formed part of the immediate response, while homes and 

commercial areas developed over time. The details differed from 

family to family: some brought professional skills, some established 

shops or workshops, and others found work in services, education 

and public institutions. 

The legacy of this period is visible in family memories, 

neighbourhood histories and the city’s food and business cultures. 

It should not be reduced to a single story. Delhi was home to people 

with different experiences, and the years around 1947 affected 

communities in different ways. A respectful account acknowledges 

the historical importance of the period without turning personal 

suffering into spectacle. 

A capital takes shape 

New Delhi had been inaugurated as the capital in 1931, so 

Independence did not create the planned city from scratch. Instead, 

existing institutions and buildings took on new roles within the 

Republic. The ceremonial avenues and public buildings became part 

of the visual language of independent India. Around them, 

government offices, educational institutions, residential areas and 

commercial districts continued to expand. 

In the decades that followed, Delhi grew beyond its earlier urban 

footprint. New residential colonies, markets, schools, hospitals and 

cultural institutions emerged. The city’s physical shape changed 

with new roads, flyovers and public transport. Each layer reflected 
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changing needs: where people lived, how they travelled, where they 

studied and how they spent their leisure time. 

Neighbourhoods and new arrivals 

Delhi’s neighbourhoods often carry the story of migration and 

reinvention. Some areas developed around communities with 

shared regional or linguistic ties; others became mixed residential 

and commercial spaces. Shops, eateries, schools and places of 

worship helped people create a sense of home. Over time, the 

children and grandchildren of new arrivals developed their own 

relationship with the city, sometimes retaining family customs 

while adopting distinctly Delhi habits. 

The city continued to welcome students, workers, artists, civil 

servants, entrepreneurs and families from across India. This 

movement shaped the sounds of local markets, the range of food 

available, the growth of educational districts and the variety of 

festivals celebrated. Delhi’s cosmopolitan character is not an 

abstract label; it can be seen in a menu, heard in a conversation and 

observed in a neighbourhood celebration. 

Transport changes the everyday map 

For many residents, the experience of Delhi is inseparable from 

transport. Buses, cycle-rickshaws, auto-rickshaws, taxis and private 

vehicles have long connected homes with workplaces, schools and 

markets. The Delhi Metro, introduced in the early twenty-first 

century, changed the way many people move across the city. Its 

stations became new landmarks, and journeys that once required 

several changes of transport could become more direct. 

Transport also changes how people imagine distance. A 

neighbourhood once considered far away may feel more connected 

when a Metro line reaches it. Stations attract shops and services; 

commuters build routines around arrival times and interchange 

points. The city continues to evolve as its transport network and 

residential districts change. 
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From paper directories to digital life 

Delhi’s everyday life has also shifted with technology. Landline 

telephones, handwritten addresses, paper maps and printed 

directories have given way to smartphones, digital payments, online 

shopping and navigation apps. Yet the old habits have not 

disappeared entirely. People still ask a shopkeeper for directions, 

meet friends at a recognisable landmark, and rely on local 

knowledge to find a lane that a map may describe imperfectly. 

Shopping, entertainment and social life have expanded to include 

malls, multiplexes, cafés, online services and new cultural venues. 

At the same time, neighbourhood markets, parks, street-food stalls 

and family gatherings remain important. Delhi is not simply 

replacing the old with the new; it often places both side by side. 

What remains recognisably Delhi? 

Despite its changes, the city retains certain familiar rhythms. 

Winter brings warm clothing and outdoor gatherings; wedding 

season fills markets with fabric, jewellery and decorations; exam 

periods animate bookshops and student areas; and festivals 

transform neighbourhood streets. A tea break can still become a 

long conversation. A market errand can become a social visit. A 

monument can unexpectedly interrupt a routine journey with a 

reminder of the centuries beneath the modern city. 

Delhi after Independence is best understood as an ongoing story 

rather than a finished transformation. Each generation inherits 

streets and memories, then adds its own routes, tastes, buildings 

and traditions. The city changes because people change it—and 

remains recognisable because everyday life continues to connect the 

new with the old. 

1947 and the remaking of everyday life 

Independence and Partition were defining events in Delhi’s modern 

history. The end of British rule brought national sovereignty; 

Partition brought upheaval, loss and large-scale movement across 

newly drawn borders. Families who arrived in Delhi carried skills, 
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recipes, religious and cultural practices, photographs and 

memories, as well as the practical need to find shelter and work. 

Their experiences were not identical, and no single family story can 

stand for all. Yet the rebuilding of homes, shops, schools and 

neighbourhood ties became part of the capital’s post-Independence 

fabric. Remembering this period with care means acknowledging 

both resilience and the human cost of displacement without turning 

individual suffering into a decorative anecdote. 

A city that grows through institutions and 

movement 

In the decades after 1947, Delhi’s role as the national capital shaped 

the growth of government offices, universities, cultural institutions, 

transport systems and residential districts. The city expanded 

outward, while older neighbourhoods continued to evolve. 

Public-sector employment, education, small businesses, service 

work and cultural activity drew people from many parts of India. 

Each arrival encountered an existing city and contributed to its next 

version. This is one reason Delhi’s speech, food and social habits 

cannot be reduced to a single regional identity: they have been 

formed through repeated contact among people with different 

backgrounds and expectations. 

Continuity in ordinary places 

Large changes become easier to understand when connected to 

ordinary spaces. A railway station can mark a family’s first arrival; a 

market may preserve the name of an older settlement; a school 

building may hold memories across generations; and a road may 

have changed from a quiet edge to a busy daily route. Public 

landmarks such as India Gate and the Red Fort have also gathered 

new meanings in independent India. The city’s history is not a neat 

sequence in which one era disappears when another begins. Older 

buildings remain in use or in view, while new homes, roads and 

institutions develop around them. Delhi’s character comes from 

that overlap. 
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Memory across generations 

Post-Independence Delhi can be explored through family memory 

as well as public chronology. Older relatives may remember a first 

home, a school, a railway platform, a local cinema or a market that 

once served a smaller settlement. Younger residents may know the 

same area through Metro access, new cafés or a changed skyline. 

These recollections can sit side by side without being forced into a 

single narrative. A family memory is valuable evidence of personal 

experience, but it does not automatically establish a city-wide 

pattern; likewise, an official timeline cannot capture every private 

feeling. When both kinds of record are treated carefully, they help 

explain how large historical changes were encountered in everyday 

life. 
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Chapter 6 — Culture of Delhi: A 

meeting place of tastes and 

traditions 

 

Food, craft, books and conversation bring many regional traditions into everyday 

contact. 

Delhi’s culture is not a single style of music, food, dress or speech. It 

is a meeting place where regional traditions sit beside shared urban 

habits. A family may preserve recipes from another state while 

celebrating a festival with neighbours; a college student may speak 

Hindi with friends, English in class and a home language on a call to 

relatives. This everyday mixing is one of the city’s defining cultural 

features. 

Language and conversation 

Hindi is widely spoken across Delhi, with Punjabi and Urdu deeply 

present in many neighbourhoods and cultural settings. English is 

used in education, business and public life, while languages from 
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across India are heard in homes, hostels, markets and workplaces. 

Delhi speech can be direct, playful and full of local expressions, but 

no single manner of speaking represents every resident. 

The city’s literary heritage adds depth to this soundscape. Urdu 

poetry and prose have strong historical associations with Delhi, 

while Hindi writing, Punjabi literature, English-language publishing 

and many other traditions contribute to the city’s creative life. 

Bookshops, libraries, auditoriums, universities and cultural centres 

provide spaces where these traditions continue to meet. 

Food: A map you can taste 

Food is one of the easiest ways to experience Delhi’s diversity. Old 

Delhi is associated with Mughlai preparations, kebabs, nihari, 

biryani, parathas, jalebi and a wide range of savoury snacks. Across 

the city, chole bhature, chaat, golgappe, rajma-chawal, momos, 

rolls, South Indian breakfasts and regional thalis have become 

familiar parts of daily eating. 

The city’s food culture includes home kitchens as much as famous 

eateries. Family recipes travel with people who settle in Delhi, and 

local ingredients adapt to different cooking styles. A meal may be a 

quick breakfast on the way to work, a plate shared after shopping, a 

festive spread prepared by relatives, or a long Sunday lunch. Food is 

not only flavour; it is a form of hospitality and memory. 

Clothing, craft and personal style 

Delhi’s clothing reflects climate, occasion, personal preference and 

regional influence. In winter, shawls, coats and woollens appear; 

during festivals and weddings, markets fill with embroidered 

garments, bright fabrics, jewellery and accessories. Everyday style 

ranges from jeans and trainers to salwar suits, saris, kurtas and 

many combinations of traditional and contemporary clothing. 

Craft traditions are visible in textiles, metalwork, jewellery, pottery, 

embroidery, leather goods and decorative objects sold in markets 

and emporiums. Dilli Haat and state emporiums provide a place to 

encounter work from different parts of India. Behind each object is 
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a technique, a material and often a family or community of makers 

whose knowledge has been passed across generations. 

Music, theatre, cinema and books 

Delhi’s cultural calendar includes classical music, dance, theatre, 

literary festivals, contemporary performance and film events. Large 

auditoriums share the cultural landscape with intimate venues, 

college stages, bookshops and community spaces. The city’s 

universities and cultural institutions help bring audiences and 

artists together, while neighbourhood celebrations create their own 

forms of performance. 

Cinema has long been part of urban leisure, from single-screen 

theatres remembered by older residents to multiplexes and 

streaming at home. Film songs are heard at weddings and 

celebrations; live music fills cafés and festival stages; and poetry 

gatherings preserve the pleasure of listening to words spoken aloud. 

Delhi’s cultural life is not confined to formal institutions—it also 

happens in courtyards, parks, homes and streets. 

The rhythm of the seasons 

Delhi’s seasons influence its social habits. Winter encourages walks, 

outdoor meals and visits to gardens; spring brings pleasant days 

before the heat intensifies. Summer changes schedules, with many 

people preferring early mornings and evenings. The monsoon 

brings sudden showers, wet leaves and a different quality of light. 

Seasonal fruit, festive foods and clothing help mark the passage of 

the year. 

The city’s public spaces are part of this rhythm. Parks host morning 

walkers and yoga groups. Markets become especially lively before 

festivals and weddings. Cafés and food streets offer places to meet 

after work. Cultural life is therefore not separate from the city’s 

daily routines; it is woven into them. 
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Hospitality and the Delhi way 

Hospitality in Delhi can be practical and generous. Guests may be 

offered tea before a conversation begins, a plate of snacks may 

appear without much ceremony, and a visitor may receive detailed 

directions with several landmarks included. In a city where people 

come from many places, hospitality often becomes a way to make a 

newcomer feel less unfamiliar. 

There are many Delhis within Delhi, and cultural life varies by age, 

neighbourhood, language, income, faith and personal interest. The 

shared thread is not sameness but exchange: people encounter 

different foods, music, customs and stories in the course of ordinary 

life. That exchange keeps the city’s culture in motion. 

A culture of exchange 

Delhi’s culture is not a single style that can be displayed in one 

room. It emerges from encounters: a recipe shared by neighbours, a 

language picked up at work, a performance attended with friends, a 

textile bought for a wedding, or a song that travels from a film into a 

family celebration. Urdu poetry, Punjabi music, classical and 

contemporary performance, regional theatre, book culture, cinema, 

craft and street food all occupy different spaces in the city. Some 

traditions are supported by formal institutions; others continue 

through families, neighbourhood groups and small businesses. Both 

belong in a broad account of culture. 

Food as memory and discovery 

Food often makes cultural exchange tangible. A plate of chaat may 

be linked to an after-school ritual; a paratha breakfast may recall a 

family kitchen; kebabs, chole bhature, momos, South Indian tiffin, 

Bengali sweets and regional home cooking speak to the city’s varied 

tastes. These dishes have histories of their own, and recipes change 

as cooks adapt ingredients and methods. It is better to describe this 

variety than to claim one dish represents all of Delhi. A food walk 

can be a useful way to explore, but the most revealing conversation 
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may be with the person who explains a family recipe or a stall’s daily 

routine. 

Culture in shared spaces 

Parks, libraries, auditoriums, bookshops, colleges, museums, 

community halls, cafés and markets provide different stages for 

cultural life. A formal concert and an informal poetry gathering may 

seem worlds apart, yet both rely on people making time to listen. 

Cinema and television create shared references; local theatre and 

dance keep live performance close to audiences; festivals bring 

decoration, music and food into public view. Delhi’s seasons 

influence these habits too. Cooler months invite outdoor events and 

garden visits, while summer shifts many activities to early 

mornings, evenings or indoor spaces. Culture is therefore not 

separate from daily life—it is woven into the places where people 

meet. 

Tradition and reinvention 

Cultural practices are not preserved by remaining untouched. A 

song can be performed in a new venue, a craft can be adapted for 

contemporary use, a family recipe can change with ingredients, and 

a classical art form can find new audiences through teaching or 

digital media. Such changes do not necessarily erase older forms; 

often they help them continue. Delhi’s cultural spaces include 

institutions with formal programmes as well as informal circles that 

meet through friendship, family and neighbourhood ties. It is worth 

approaching both with curiosity. Rather than asking whether a 

practice is perfectly traditional or entirely modern, ask who carries 

it, how it is learned, what has changed and what remains important 

to those involved. 
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Chapter 7 — Festivals of Delhi: A 

calendar of light, colour and 

community 

 

Festival preparations turn lanes and markets into places of light, colour, craft and 

neighbourly exchange. 

Festivals give Delhi a changing face through the year. Streets and 

homes are decorated, markets fill with seasonal goods, places of 

worship welcome communities, and families plan meals and visits. 

The city celebrates religious festivals, national days, harvest 

traditions, cultural events and neighbourhood fairs. The details 

differ from family to family, but the festive season often brings a 

shared sense of anticipation. 

Diwali: Lamps and new beginnings 

Diwali is marked in many Delhi homes with lamps, rangoli, flowers, 

sweets and visits to family and friends. Markets display diyas, 

decorative lights, gift boxes and festive clothing. Sweet shops 
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prepare familiar favourites, while homes are cleaned and arranged 

for the occasion. Customs vary across communities and households, 

so there is no single way to celebrate the festival. 

For many people, the pleasure lies in preparation as much as the 

day itself: choosing gifts, making sweets, arranging the home and 

welcoming visitors. A respectful celebration also pays attention to 

neighbours and local rules, including care around firecrackers and 

noise. 

Holi: Colour and play 

Holi brings colour, music and seasonal treats. Friends and relatives 

gather to apply gulal, exchange greetings and share foods such as 

gujiya and savoury snacks. In some neighbourhoods, celebrations 

are organised within residential communities; elsewhere, families 

prefer a quieter observance. The spirit of the day is best enjoyed 

with mutual consent, care and respect for those who do not wish to 

participate. 

Eid: Prayer, food and visiting 

Eid celebrations in Delhi bring families and communities together 

for prayer, greetings, new clothes and shared meals. Markets 

around Old Delhi and other neighbourhoods become especially 

lively in the days leading up to the festival. Food traditions vary, but 

the season is often associated with hospitality, sweets and dishes 

prepared for relatives and guests. Visitors should remember that 

customs and timings depend on the particular Eid and local 

observance. 

Gurpurab and the Sikh tradition of langar 

Gurpurabs commemorate important events in the lives of Sikh 

Gurus and are observed with prayer, kirtan, processions in some 

areas and community service. Gurudwaras such as Bangla Sahib 

become focal points for worship and visitors. The practice of langar, 

a community meal offered to all, expresses hospitality and equality 

through a simple shared act: sitting together and eating. 
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Durga Puja and the city’s Bengali communities 

Durga Puja brings elaborate pandals, artistic displays, devotional 

music, cultural programmes and food to parts of Delhi. Chittaranjan 

Park is especially associated with Bengali cultural life, while 

celebrations also take place in other neighbourhoods. The festival is 

both a religious observance and a community occasion, connecting 

generations through art, performance, food and shared preparation. 

Navratri, Dussehra and Ramlila 

During Navratri, many families observe fasting, prayer and 

devotional gatherings according to their traditions. Dussehra is 

marked in Delhi by Ramlila performances and the symbolic burning 

of effigies of Ravana in organised grounds. These performances 

combine storytelling, music, costumes and community 

participation, and they are especially memorable for children 

encountering the epic narrative in a public setting. 

Christmas, Baisakhi and other celebrations 

Christmas brings decorated churches, carols, lights and festive 

meals. Baisakhi is observed by many Sikh and Punjabi families with 

prayer, community gatherings and seasonal food. Onam, Pongal, 

Bihu, Chhath Puja, Ganesh Chaturthi, Buddha Purnima, Mahavir 

Jayanti and many other festivals are also celebrated by communities 

across the capital. The scale and form of observance vary, but 

together they show the range of traditions present in Delhi. 

National days and public celebrations 

Republic Day and Independence Day are marked through official 

ceremonies, school events, cultural programmes and family 

traditions. The Republic Day parade showcases military display, 

tableaux and cultural representation, while Independence Day is 

associated with the national flag, speeches, patriotic songs and 

community events. These days sit alongside religious and regional 

festivals in the city’s annual calendar. 
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The festival market 

In Delhi, the approach to a festival can be seen in the markets. 

Tailors and clothing shops prepare for wedding and festive orders; 

sweet shops display seasonal treats; flower sellers arrange garlands; 

and stalls offer lights, decorations, gifts and craft items. A festival is 

therefore experienced not only at home or at a place of worship, but 

also through the shared work of vendors, artisans, cooks and 

neighbours. 

Delhi’s festival life is at its best when it makes room for different 

ways of celebrating. Curiosity, courtesy and a willingness to learn 

help visitors appreciate customs without treating them as 

spectacles. The city’s calendar is diverse because its people are 

diverse, and every season adds another colour to the year. 

A calendar with many rhythms 

Delhi’s festival year is layered rather than uniform. Religious 

observances, national days, harvest celebrations, neighbourhood 

fairs, school functions and cultural programmes sit alongside one 

another. Some dates follow the solar calendar, while others depend 

on lunar calendars or local traditions, so their timing can vary from 

year to year. The way a festival is observed also differs between 

families and communities. One household may welcome a large 

gathering; another may keep the occasion quiet. A respectful 

description leaves space for this range instead of presenting a single 

ritual as universal. 

Preparation is part of the celebration 

Long before the main day, festival life appears in markets and 

homes. Flower sellers prepare garlands, sweet shops arrange 

seasonal favourites, tailors manage special orders, artisans display 

lamps and decorations, and families plan visits or meals. Children 

may help with rangoli or lights; neighbours exchange greetings; 

relatives coordinate travel. These preparations are often 

remembered as vividly as the celebration itself. They also remind us 
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that festivals depend on many kinds of work, from cooking and 

cleaning to craft, transport and retail. 

Participate with courtesy 

Visitors can appreciate festivals by learning a little about the 

occasion, following local guidance and asking before taking close 

photographs. At places of worship, modest dress, quiet behaviour 

and respect for designated spaces are practical signs of 

consideration. During colour celebrations, consent matters: not 

everyone wants to be touched or photographed. Public events may 

have crowd-management rules, and fireworks or amplified sound 

can affect neighbours and animals. Courtesy does not diminish 

celebration; it helps more people share public space comfortably. 

The aim is not to turn every festival into a spectacle, but to 

recognise the meaning it holds for those who observe it. 

Respectful celebration in a shared city 

The city’s festival calendar is also a lesson in public life. At busy 

times, neighbours may have different needs: some are travelling to a 

gathering, some are working, some are resting, and others may not 

observe the occasion at all. Thoughtful celebration makes room for 

these differences. Keep entrances clear, dispose of decorations 

responsibly, be considerate about sound, and follow event 

organisers’ directions. If invited to join a custom, it is perfectly 

acceptable to ask what is appropriate; if you are unsure, observing 

quietly is often better than assuming. These small acts of respect 

help preserve the warmth of shared celebration while recognising 

that a diverse city needs space for many forms of observance and for 

those who prefer not to participate. 

The value of local detail 

A neighbourhood celebration may be small enough for everyone to 

recognise one another, while a city-wide event can bring visitors 

together who have never met before. Both scales deserve attention. 

A carefully captioned photograph or illustration should identify the 

occasion accurately and avoid suggesting that every family follows 
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the same custom. Where a date shifts each year, the book should 

not imply a fixed calendar date. These details may seem modest, but 

they help a warm description remain accurate, and they respect the 

people whose traditions give the city its seasonal rhythm. 
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Chapter 8 — The people of 

Delhi: Many journeys, one city 

 

Delhi is made by people whose work, memories and everyday encounters give the 

city its rhythm. 

A city is made not only of streets and buildings but of the people 

who use them. Delhi’s residents include families with generations of 

local memory, people who arrived after Partition, students living 

away from home, workers who travel long distances, artists, 

shopkeepers, public servants, craftspeople, entrepreneurs and 

newcomers still learning the city’s routes. Their stories overlap in 

markets, buses, parks, classrooms, offices and homes. 

The neighbourhood as a small world 

A neighbourhood often has its own centre of gravity: a market, a 

park, a school, a temple, mosque, church or gurudwara, a tea stall or 

a busy corner where people arrange to meet. Residents learn the 

rhythms of these places. They know when the vegetable seller 
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arrives, which shop stocks a familiar product, and where to find a 

repair person or a good cup of tea. 

These local networks are practical, but they also create belonging. A 

shopkeeper may recognise a regular customer; neighbours may 

exchange festival sweets; parents may meet while waiting outside a 

school. Such small interactions help a large city feel manageable. 

They are not unique to Delhi, but they take on a particular character 

in a city where so many different backgrounds meet. 

Family, work and the everyday schedule 

For many Delhi households, the day begins early. Breakfast may be 

prepared before school and office journeys; tiffins are packed; 

commuters check transport routes; shopkeepers lift shutters; and 

vendors arrange their goods. The afternoon may bring a quieter 

interval in the heat, while evenings return the city to its outdoor life. 

These rhythms vary widely, but the movement between home, work, 

education and family remains central to urban life. 

Family gatherings are often built around food. A Sunday meal may 

bring relatives together across neighbourhoods, while weddings and 

festivals create larger occasions for planning, shopping and cooking. 

The preparations are part of the memory: choosing clothes, visiting 

markets, arranging transport, making a favourite dish and greeting 

relatives who have travelled from elsewhere. 

Young Delhi 

Students and young professionals experience the city through 

colleges, coaching centres, libraries, cafés, parks, Metro stations, 

sports grounds and cultural venues. For them, Delhi can mean 

independence: learning a route, managing a budget, finding friends 

and discovering a favourite place. College festivals, book fairs, 

music events and street-food outings become markers of a stage in 

life. 

The city’s size can be daunting to a newcomer, but it also offers 

many ways to explore interests. A person may spend a morning at a 

museum, an afternoon in a bookshop, and an evening at a 
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performance or food market. The best discoveries are often small: a 

quiet courtyard, a lane of old houses, a neighbourhood bakery or a 

park with a view of a historic dome. 

The people who keep the city running 

Delhi’s daily life depends on many kinds of work. Bus and Metro 

staff, drivers, delivery workers, sanitation teams, gardeners, 

vendors, shop assistants, cooks, security staff, teachers, nurses, 

craftspeople and countless others help the city function. Their 

labour is visible in the opening of a shop, the arrival of a bus, a clean 

public space or a meal served on time. 

A descriptive account of Delhi should notice these workers without 

turning them into background scenery. A market is not lively by 

itself; people arrange, carry, repair, sell, cook, clean and negotiate 

through the day. A garden does not maintain itself; people care for 

the plants and paths. Recognising these contributions makes the 

city’s daily beauty more complete. 

Food, memory and belonging 

Ask Delhi residents about the city and food will often enter the 

conversation. One person remembers a family’s paratha breakfast; 

another talks about the chaat stall near school; someone else 

associates a particular sweet with a festival or a journey home. 

These memories are personal, and they show how the city becomes 

part of a life through repeated experiences. 

Recipes and tastes also reveal movement. Families bring cooking 

traditions from their places of origin, then adapt them to available 

ingredients and local preferences. Restaurants and street stalls 

introduce customers to new dishes, while home kitchens preserve 

older methods. Delhi’s food culture is therefore both rooted and 

constantly renewed. 

A city seen through photographs 

Photographs can capture what a written account may miss: the 

posture of a vendor arranging flowers, sunlight falling on an old 
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balcony, children playing in a park, a crowded bus stop at dusk, or a 

family pausing beneath a monument. A thoughtful photo essay 

should show the city with dignity and variety. It should avoid 

treating people as anonymous decoration and should obtain 

permission for identifiable portraits, especially in private or 

sensitive settings. 

Archival images can be especially powerful when paired with 

contemporary views of the same place. A street photographed 

decades ago beside the street today can show changes in buildings, 

clothing, transport and public life. Family photographs, when 

shared with permission, can connect the large history of Delhi with 

the intimate history of a household. 

What makes someone a Delhiite? 

There is no single test. Some people were born in the city; others 

arrived as adults or children and gradually learned its routes, 

seasons and habits. For many, belonging grows through repeated 

acts: finding a favourite market, recognising a skyline from the 

Metro, knowing where to buy a particular ingredient, or introducing 

a visitor to the city’s food. Delhi becomes familiar one encounter at 

a time. 

The city’s people are not one community with one story. They are 

many communities, many languages and many kinds of daily life 

sharing an urban space. That diversity is not merely a statistic. It is 

visible in the shop signs, heard in the conversations, tasted in the 

food and felt in the way traditions are carried into new 

surroundings. 

Belonging is built in small encounters 

For many residents, becoming a Delhiite is less a declaration than a 

gradual collection of habits. It may mean learning which Metro exit 

is closest to a familiar lane, knowing where to buy a festival 

ingredient, recognising the vendor who opens early, or finding a 

park bench that catches the winter sun. New arrivals develop their 

own maps while long-time residents revise theirs as the city 
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changes. These experiences do not erase differences in background 

or circumstance. They offer a modest kind of belonging based on 

familiarity, participation and mutual recognition. 

Seeing people as more than scenery 

The city’s workers should be described as people with skill and 

agency, not simply as colourful details in a street scene. A vendor 

chooses, arranges and sells; a driver navigates a route; a 

craftsperson understands material and technique; a cleaner and a 

gardener maintain shared spaces; a teacher, nurse or shop assistant 

supports the daily life of others. Their working conditions and 

experiences vary, and a short book cannot speak for everyone. It 

can, however, make their contribution visible and avoid treating the 

city as if it runs by itself. 

A city of many personal histories 

Delhi holds memories of arrival, childhood, education, work, 

friendship, marriage, migration and return. A family photograph 

beside a modern street view can show how much has changed, while 

a familiar recipe or a shop sign can reveal what has endured. Oral 

histories and portraits can add depth to a future edition, provided 

people choose to share their stories and understand how their 

words or images will be used. Consent, accurate captions and the 

right to decline are essential. The most generous portrait of Delhi 

will not pretend that everyone has the same experience; it will show 

how different lives meet in a shared city. 
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Conclusion — Dilli, still 

unfolding 

Delhi is a city of returns. A person may revisit the same market for 

years and still notice a new shop, a changed signboard or a familiar 

face. A monument seen on a school trip can look different when 

revisited as an adult. A street that once marked the edge of the city 

may become part of a daily commute. The city changes, but 

memories give it continuity. 

Its history is visible in great structures: the Red Fort, Humayun’s 

Tomb, Jama Masjid, the Qutb Minar complex, the planned avenues 

of New Delhi and the gardens that hold older tombs among their 

trees. Its history is also visible in ordinary places: a market named 

for an earlier settlement, a family business established generations 

ago, a recipe brought from another region, or a neighbourhood 

festival that gathers people year after year. 

Since 1947, Delhi has welcomed new residents, adapted to new ways 

of living and expanded across a changing urban landscape. The 

city’s story includes moments of great difficulty as well as renewal, 

but the focus of this book has been on the details through which 

Delhi continues to be lived: its architecture, markets, cultural 

practices, public spaces and people. 

Perhaps the best way to understand Delhi is to walk without 

rushing. Look up at a balcony in Old Delhi. Pause beneath the trees 

of a garden. Listen to the different languages around a market stall. 

Notice the smell of spices, the sound of a bicycle bell, the geometry 

of a tomb, the coolness of a shaded courtyard. These details are not 

footnotes to the city’s history. They are the way history meets 

everyday life. 

Delhi belongs to those who remember it, those who are discovering 

it, and those who will add their own stories tomorrow. Its lanes are 

still full of beginnings. Its monuments still offer lessons in craft and 

time. Its markets still turn errands into encounters. And its people 
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continue to make the capital not just a seat of institutions, but a city 

to be lived in. 

 

Delhi is made by people whose work, memories and everyday encounters give the 

city its rhythm. 
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