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Story of Water – Mehrauli

Baolis - heritage to the rescue 

by Mukesh Khosla 

The centuries old "baolis" or step-wells, built by successive rulers of Delhi, were purpose-built to provide a constant supply of water to the residents of Delhi. The revival of their ancient usage may save Delhi from an endemic water scarcity.

   


 HYPERLINK "http://www.the-south-asian.com/baoli_pond_final.jpg" 


L-R: Ugrasen Baoli - one of the 26 step wells to be recharged; 
Hauzi Shamsi built by Iltutmish in 1230 AD - this baoli can be revived. 

Delhi is bestowed with many ancient water reservoirs called baolis, built in the time of various dynasties that ruled this historic and ancient city. Constructed centuries ago to provide and store water and as a back-up during droughts, most of the baolis today lie in ruins – wasted and disused.

A baoli or step-well consists of two parts: a vertical shaft from which water is drawn and the surrounding inclined subterranean passageways, chambers and steps which provide access to the well. The galleries and chambers surrounding these wells were often carved profusely with elaborate detail, and became cool, quiet retreats during the hot summers. The galleries and chambers in some of the baolis went eight levels below the ground level and provided the much needed relief from the north Indian summers.

Though the baolis lie in ruins, many can be effectively revived and used, by harvesting ground water. There are plans to recharge 26 baolis and six ponds in and around Delhi. If effectively revived, these baolis will solve the city's water shortage.

The oldest existing baoli of Delhi is Anangtal near Qutab Minar, built in the tenth century, during the time of the Rajput Tomar dynasty, who ruled Delhi at the time. This baoli was used to collect and store rainwater – a millennium later water management experts are planning to use it again for the same purpose.

Iltutmish has to his credit the construction of several baolis, including the Gandhak-ki-baoli near Qutub Minar---so called because of the smell of sulphur in water---and Hauz-i-Shamsi on the southern outskirts of Delhi. Baoli Hauzi-i-Shamsi was built by Iltutmish in 1230 AD for the people of Mehrauli [now a part of Delhi]. Though the structure still exists, the water inside is polluted and it no longer serves the purpose for which it was built. Its artificial reservoir, created to store and harvest ground water is no longer in use and the bed has dried up.

Hauz-i-Alai, a large reservoir constructed by Ala-ud-din Khilji (1296-1316 AD) went dry soon after his death in 1316. It was rebuilt by Feroz Shah Tughlaq 50 years later.

The Tughlaqabad Fort Jheel built by Sultan Ghiyas-ud-din Tughlaq in 1325 AD also remains dry throughout the season.

Other baolis and tanks, which are now in ruins, include the Hauz Khas baoli [Ala-ud-Din Khilji], Red Fort moat [Shah Jahan], Rajon Ki Bain [Sikander Lodhi], Feroz Shah Kotla Baoli [Feroz Shah Tughlaq] and the Ugrasen Baoli [Raja Ugrasen].

Step wells such as Rajon Ki Bain in Mehrauli, Ugrasen Ki Baoli in Connaught Place and Feroz Shah Kotla Fort Baoli still have traces of water in them, though it is unfit for consumption.

These step wells were once the lifeline of settlements. They not only provided water but also served as points and centres of community activity, places where people gathered to cool off and socialise. With the advent of modern techniques of irrigation and water supply, the time-tested baolis became neglected and in the process an important architectural and technological heritage was lost.

Water has played an important role in the architectural heritage of India from the earliest times. One of the characteristic features of the early Harappan towns (3000 BC) was the presence of a sophisticated system of drains, wells and tanks. The practice of making wells into an art form was begun by the Hindus and it developed further under Muslim rule.

The town planners today may have to revert to this heritage and recharge these man-made reservoirs of precious water.

http://www.the-south-asian.com/Sept2000/baolis.htm
Gandhak ki Baoli- a contribution of Iltutmish
Baolis were wells from where people in the days of yore could draw their supply of drinking water since there no pipes and water supply systems that are available now. The baolis were the major source of drinking water for the populace of the city and they can be seen in various parts of the northern part of the country, though Delhi was said to have the majority of them. There are any number of baolis in the capital which are now lying abandoned and the credit for building them goes to the emperors and the kings of yesteryears who took pains to ensure that the people did not go thirsty on account of the scorching heat that prevailed then and also prevails today. 

In fact Delhi is the land of baolis both big and small and scattered over various parts of the city built by different rulers. As of today, most of them are lying unused or even for that matter, misused. While they were the main source of drinking water in the olden times, they are now lying unused because of the preference for water tanks. The baolis in the capital generally have two long side walls, buttressed by an arc or two, which form part of the short wall opposite the steps that lead to the baoli(well). Most of the baolis were built by Muslim invaders to solve the water crisis in the city. A baoli is a deep well with flights of steps descending to the water. A large number of them are located in the Mehrauli area where the first Muslim city emerged around the Qutab Complex. 

Iltutmish, the king responsible for completing the Qutab Minar, also was instrumental in constructing Gandhak ki baoli near the famed Qutab Minar. The baoli is five storeys deep and has a circular wall at its southern end. There is an interesting story behind the name it was given, and that is that because of the smell of sulphur(gandhak), in its water, it derived its name. It is said that it also had tremendous medicinal properties on account of the presence of sulphur in its water. Until some years ago, it was popularly known as the diving well in which visitors would throw coins into it and divers would jump in from the upper storeys to retrieve the coins. This provided a source of entertainment to the visitors. Today, the baoli has very little water and that too of the variety that is not potable. 

The planners of drinking water in the capital could well consider of reverting back to this system to ensure a continuous supply of water to the capital especially during the hot summer months by filling the baolis with potable water so that the problem gets over once and for all. This could help in meeting the needs of gardens and parks and also in homes which have gardens or even plants in pots. Aside from this, it could also be a source of drinking water for the thirsty population of the capital which reels under the drinking water crisis especially during the summer months.

http://www.thedelhicity.com/DelhiGuide/Dgu_mem/gadhak_ki_baoli.htm



Baolis (step wells): Mehrauli abounds in everything medieval, especially baolis, usually built of rubble stone. Two of these are quite well-known: the Gandak-ki-baoli (the well of sulphur) and Rajon-ki-baoli (the well of masons). 
The Gandak-ki-baoli lies very near, about 100m from, Adham Khan's tomb. It seems it was built back in the time of Altamash (1211-36), so it must have been there for a long time when Akbar was wiping his tears over his dead dai. It is built in five levels, with the circular well in its southern end. One of the most popular 'sights' of India that you might be familiar with are skinny little boys poised to jump from great heights to some water body. Well, welcome to India – you will find lots of kids here who dive into the well for your amusement.
Further down, about 400m later, is the Rajon-ki-baoli. It has an inscription which dates it to 912AH, (1506) – in the time of Sikander Lodi (1489-1517). This well is a four-tiered structure and probably gets its name from the fact that it was used by masons (raj). It connected to a next door mosque by steps within it. 

http://www.cuindia.com/YLeaf.asp?cid=1062
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HAUZ-I-SHAMSI

Location: Mehrauli, New Delhi
Built In: 1230
Built By: Iltutmish
Main Attraction: Phulwalon Ki

Legend Of Hauz-I-Shamsi

The tradition is that the Prophet appeared once to Iltutmish in a dream and pointed out this site to him as suitable for building the tank, which he had in mind. The next morning Iltutmish noticed here the print of one of the hoofs of the Prophet's horse, around which he built a domed platform and excavated the tank.

The famous Moorish traveller Ibn-Batua was struck by the vastness of this tank, which was supplied by rain water and in the centre of which stood a double storeyed stone pavilion, reached only by boats when full. 

A red sandstone domed pavilion resting on twelve pillars located near the south-western corner of the tank, but originally believed to have been situated in its centre, is identified with the pavilion built by Iltutmish. The original stone with hoof print is believed to have been removed, the present stone being a later renewal. 

The waters of the tank are regarded as sacred, and several graves of Muslim saints lie around it. The procession for the fair called 'Phulwalon-ki-Sair' or 'Sair-i-Gulfaroshan', when flower-vendors present flower-bedecked large fans at the dargah of Qutub-Sahib and at the Jogamaya temple, starts from the overflow outlet of this tank, called "Jharna". 

http://delhi.indiantravelportal.com/mosques/hauz-i-shamsi.html
Jahaz Mahal and the Hauz-e-Shamsi

From journal Historic Delhi Part 5: Way Off The Beaten Path 

Delhi’s winter is marked by a unique festival known as the Phoolwaalon ki Sair or Sair-e-Gulfaroshaan ('The Fair of the Flowersellers’). The Sair-e-Gulfaroshaan dates back to 1812, when the mother of an exiled prince vowed that she would offer flowers at the tomb of the saint Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kaki if her son’s exile was revoked. The votive procession and offering that followed the prince’s return to Delhi is today a winter equivalent of the Republic Day parade: pageantry, regional dances, colourful fans crafted from flowers, and more. And all of it is held at the 15th century palace known as Jahaaz Mahal. 

Less than a ten--minute walk from Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kaki’s tomb, Jahaaz Mahal – the 'Ship Palace’ – is named for the moat that once surrounded it. The moat’s dry now, but the small palace is attractive enough to merit more than its current status as a mere backdrop for the Sair-e-Gulfaroshaan festivities. 

A few steps lead up from the busy road below into the red sandstone and grey Delhi quartzite palace. The building is very typical of 15th-century Delhi as far as the structure goes: square-sided pillars, arches, domed chhatris (small circular pavilions, typically positioned at the corners of a wall), and cool niches which probably once functioned as cells. Nobody is quite sure what Jahaaz Mahal was used for, but it’s likely that it was a sarai – a stopping place for travellers. At any rate, it was, and still is, an eye-catching bit of architecture, with some lovely blue tilework adorning the chhatris. The blue, incidentally, used to be derived from lapis lazuli; that’s why it’s still so vivid. 

Once you’ve explored the main building, walk down past the lawn to the artificial lake that lies beyond a low parapet. This lake is known as the Hauz-e-Shamsi or the Shamsi Taalab. 

Legend has it that the Sultan Iltutmish dreamt that the prophet Mohammad came to him astride a horse, and indicated a spot where he wanted Iltutmish to build a commemorative building. Qutubuddin Bakhtiar Kaki, a contemporary of Iltutmish, had the same dream; and when the saint and the Sultan got together to find the spot that the prophet had indicated, they found it marked by the hoofprint of the prophet’s horse. The slab with the hoofprint has ceremonially enshrined in a pavilion that was built in the centre of the Hauz-e-Shamsi, which was dug around it. The pavilion still stands, although the hoofprint has long vanished. 

In Iltutmish’s time, the Hauz-e-Shamsi covered over 100 acres and provided water to the people living around it. In the 19th century, the Sair-e-Gulfaroshaan included swimming competitions in the Hauz, as well as special displays of fireworks specially designed to be mirrored in the waters of the Hauz. 

Today, the water is too dirty for swimming, and the fireworks have been replaced by less interesting electric lighting. But despite all of that, the Hauz and Jahaaz Mahal retain a somewhat elusive charm. 

Entry to both is free, and you can visit any time between sunrise and sunset. 

On the southern outskirts of Mehrauli is this large tank (Hauz) said to have been built around 1230 by Shamsu'd-Din Iltutmish. 

http://www.igougo.com/travelcontent/journal.aspx?JournalID=66690
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