
Bonding with Bhopal
In the city of lakes, N K Agarwal finds a unique blend of ancient 
caves, Mughal architecture and the most modern malls.

W hat could be a 
better way than 
to organise a 

private trip to known places 
in India. You need not rush 
from spot to spot which 
usually happens when you 
are part of an organised 
tour. Here you can spend 
as much time as you wish 
at a particular spot which 
attracts you more or there 
is lot of material to read, as 
in the case of a museum. 
My wife and I wanted to see 
some of the heritage struc-
tures, old caves, etc. and 
Bhopal fitted the 

bill. Hence, a trip for three 
days was planned. Bhopal 
is the capital city of Madhya 
Pradesh. It is also known 
as the ‘city of lakes’ for its 
various natural and artificial 
lakes. The city was founded 
in 1707.  

As per one of the folk-
lores, Bhopal was founded 
in the 11th century by Raja 
Bhoja. The city was original-
ly known as Bhojpal after 
a dam constructed by 

the king’s minister. Yet, as 
per another theory, the city 
is named after another king 
called Bhupala or Bhupal. 
The name apart, there are 
many interesting places 
to visit in and around Bho-
pal. We decided to visit the 
world famous Sanchi Stu-
pa first and hired a taxi for 
this purpose. Sanchi Stu-
pa is located on a hilltop 
in Sanchi at a distance of 
46 km from Bhopal. It was 

originally commissioned 
by Ashoka the Great 

in the 3rd centu-

Sanchi Stupa
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Taj-ul Masjid Taj Mahal Palace

ry BCe and was a simple 
hemispherical brick struc-
ture crowned by a ‘chhatri’ 
over the relics of Gautama 
Buddha. 

The great stupa was lat-
er enlarged and decorat-
ed with gates and railings. 
A pillar of finely polished 
sandstone was also erect-
ed on the side of the main 
gateway. We were highly im-
pressed with the intricate 
stone carvings on the gate-
ways and sculptures, reflect-
ing various aspects of the 
teachings of Buddha. one 
can spend as much time as 
one wants to appreciate the 
details on the various carv-
ings and sculptures on the 
ornamental (called ‘torana’) 
gateways. There are several 
other smaller stupas in the 
vicinity of the main stupa. In 
the evening we went to visit 
the Van Vihar national Park, 
developed and managed as 
a modern zoological park. 

The animals are kept in 

their near natural habitat, 
most of which are either or-
phaned and brought from 
various parts of the state 
or accepted in exchange 
with other zoos. It was in-
teresting to see the tigers 
and deer roaming around 
freely in their natural habi-
tat. We saw the thrill on the 
faces of children who were 
glued to a tiger facing them. 
next day we planned to vis-
it the world-famous caves 
of Bhimbetka. These are 
about 35 km from the city 
of Bhopal. The rock shel-
ters are in the foothills of 
the Vindhya Range on the 
southern edge of the cen-
tral Indian plateau. 

We hired a local guide so 
that we could appreciate the 
history and details about the 
culture and life of the Stone 
Age people. The caves were 
discovered by a renowned ar-
chaeologist, Dr. V S Wakan-
kar in 1958. The word  
Bhimbetka appears 

to have been derived 
from Bhima’s lounge. 
Some locals believe that  
Bhima, second among the 
five Pandavas, rested here 
after he was exiled along with 
his brothers. Although in the 
Bhimbetka group there are 
about 600 caves, only 12 
are open for visitors. Some 
of the rock shelters feature 
prehistoric cave paintings 
and the earliest are about 
10,000 years old. 

There are rock paintings 
in the caves through which 
we learn how men in those 
times used to love to dance 
and hunt tigers, bison, deer, 
wild boar, elephants, ante-
lopes, dogs, lizards, croco-
diles, etc. The Bhimbetka 
site has the oldest-known 
rock art in India. The audi-
torium cave is one of the 
significant features of the 
site. Surrounded by quartz-
ite towers which are visible 
from several kilometres’ 
distance, the auditorium 
rock is the largest shelter 
at Bhimbetka. uneSCo de-
clared Bhimbetka Caves 
as a World Heritage Site in 
2003. It was interesting to 
see that even after so many 
years, some of the paint-
ings and rock art are still in 
good shape and form. After 
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finishing an exciting and ex-
hausting visit to the caves 
we returned to Bhopal. 

In the evening, we went 
around the new Market 
which has a large number 
of trade establishments 
and huge malls. one can 
also go to Chowk Bazar and 
Sarafa in the old city area. 
We could see an exquisite 
range and collection of 
electronics, textiles, hand-
looms, handicrafts and sa-
rees in these markets. next 
day we planned to make a 
local tour of the prominent 
spots in the city. We start-
ed with the famous Taj-ul 
Masjid which is the largest 
mosque in India and in fact 
one of the largest mosques 
in Asia. The mosque has 
a pink facade topped by 
two 18-storey high octag-
onal minarets with marble 
domes, an impressive main 
hallway with attractive pil-
lars and marble flooring. 

There is a big courtyard 
with a large ablution tank 
in the centre and a huge 
prayer hall. The massive 
pillars in the hall hold 27 
ceilings through arches, 
most of which are decorat-
ed with beautiful designs 
in the shape of petals. our 
next stop was at the Taj Ma-

hal Palace, a palace built 
by Sultan Shah Jahan. It 
is located beside the Taj-ul 
Masjid. The palace contains 
120 rooms, a hall of mirrors 
or ‘sheesh mahal’ and the 
‘savan bhadon’ pavilion – 
an elaborate fountain-like 
structure that simulated 
the effect of rain. The main 
entrance is a seven-storied 
structure. The palace is 
indeed very beautiful and 
provides a glimpse of what 
Mughal architecture was all 
about.

We then visited the Indi-
ra Gandhi Rashtriya Manav 
Sangrahalaya, a large muse-
um with separate galleries 
that highlight the richness 
and diversity of Indian cul-
ture and heritage in the form 
of various exhibits spread 
over 16 levels. The galleries 
include Indian crafts, tools, 
weapons, jewellery, art and 
craft, modes of travel and 
transport, hunting, and so 
on. We could also see and 

The Upper Lake

appreciate the habitats of 
different parts of the coun-
try, including tribal areas, 
through exhibits in galleries 
and open air exhibitions. The 
museum building is covered 
with Dholpur sandstone 
cladding from all sides and 
the flooring is made with 
Kota stones. A visit to Bho-
pal cannot be complete with-
out spending some time at 
the Bhojtal, formerly known 
as upper lake. 

It is a major source of 
drinking water for the res-
idents of the city, serving 
around 40% of the residents 
with nearly 30 million impe-
rial gallons of water per day. 
The good part about Bhopal 
is that transport for commut-
ing within and outside the 
city is easily available. And 
there are plenty of hotels 
to choose from. It is one of 
the greenest cities in India 
and offers a unique cultural 
experience. The cuisine is 
wonderful too with a Mughlai 
influence and Bhopali Gosht 
Korma is one of the most 
prominent dishes. The peo-
ple are friendly and welcom-
ing. The best time to visit is 
during the winter months of 
october to February when 
the weather is moderate.
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