One hundred years behind

Old residents and shopkeepers of Bhendi Bazaar, now on the cusp of redevelopment, trace its heyday

Meher Marfatia
BUT what's left there?” aston-
ished voices ask. I get incredu-
lous looks when I share that
Bhendi Bazaar holds a still
amazing, if disappearing, uni-
verse. Over half its vast popu-
lation waits in transit MHADA
flats for what 1s touted as the
city’s most ambitious cluster
rehabilitation. The dense
precinct has long sutfered ap-
palling infrastructure, from no
waste disposal system to
rickety homes crashing with
tragic regularity.

A multi-million makeover
announced by the Saifee
Burhani Upliftment Trust cur-
rently redevelops 250 build-
ings that are close to 80-100
years old. Returning residents
are promised bigger homes
with ownership and sanitation
(tenant families squeeze Into
150-square feet chawl rooms
with a common  toilet
per floor).

Stretching from the tail of
Khetwadl along SVP Road till
multitudinous Mohammedali
Road, this precinct's proximity
to the port and Crawford Mar-
ket raised business hopes in
the 1800s. Planned by colonial
powers to decongest Fort dis-
trict, it was the “native town’,
strewn with horse stables by
1840. Scaling culture with com-
merce, the 1890s birthed the
Bhendi Bazaar music gharana,
Manna Dey, Begum Akhtar,
Lata Mangeshkar and Asha
Bhosle among its exponents.

Bhendi Bazarisn't only a nod
to Indian tulip tree groves
(Thespesia populnea), locally
called bhendi. Southside Brits
described the area “behind the
bazaar”, which people collo-
quially slurred to Bhendi
Bazaar. Dawoodi Bohras form
1ts majority, tracing their orig-
inal lineage to Yemenis trading
with 11th-century India. From
itinerant peddlers bearing
bags of knick-knacks dubbed
“chow-chow”, the vicinity
thrived as a wholesale, retail
and antique market — Chor
Bazaar famously opposite.

Gaslamps cropped up in the
tenure of first Municipal Com-
missioner, Arthur Crawford,
after whom the market 1s

Ishag Chamdawala of famed Rasulbhai Adamji’s leather store

named. On October 7, 1865,
Bhendi  Bazaar migrants
gasped at the novelty of sight-
ing a lamp-lighter and trailed
him through the warren of
lanes. Conjuring the scene, I
walk the Saifee Jubilee Street-
Dhaboo Street-Pakmodia
Street-Tokra Gully grid.

In this heartland of fasting
and feasting, the faithful 1m-
bibe the purity of Ramzan, the
plety of Muharram. Thousands
rooted 1n tough conditions
seek the infinite comfort of
five mosques and the magnifi-
cent Raudat Tahera mau-
soleum. Within rest the
present 53rd Syedna Mufaddal
Saifuddin’s orandfather,
Syedna Taher Saifuddin, and

father, Syedna Mohammed
Burhanuddin. The 51st and
52nd Da'l al-Mutlags of the
Bohras are so revered, a daily
trip to their tombs 1is de
rigueur honour.

A 772-page handwritten
Quran from which Syedna
Taher Saifuddin recited is en-
tirely copied on marble slabs.
Verses inlaid with gold leatf,
significant revelations like
“Bismillah” are bejewelled.
Raudat Tahera is distinctive for
this unique calligraphic feat —
the world’s sole site embed-
ding a complete sacred book in
its sanctum sanctorum. The
dome proclaims: “Allah holds
the sky and earth together
which none else can.”

In his 1863 book, Mum-
baiche Varnan, the Marathi
writer GN Madgaokar ob-
served that at Bhendil Bazaar
inns called bhatiyarkhanas,
“Arabs, Mughals and other
Muslim travellers buy food
worth two to four annas each
day”. Washing down shami
kababs with sherbet, my
Bhendil Bazaar thoroughbred
friend Rashida Johar says,
“The gastronomic delights of
Pakmodia Street gave us iron-
lined stomachs. Ripping whole
sugarcane with our teeth, we
gorged on chana-batata, ragda,
kulf1, baraf gola, candy floss.
For a few extra paise, the man
pulling sticky, multi-coloured
candy off a pole swirled intri-
cate designs with 1t, the
favourite being a watch of

candy around the wrist which
we licked oft.”

Rashida’s mother often
lowered a basket, called

jambil, from Gandhi
Building, for A.T. Bakery

to fill. After feeding
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folks their staple bread, butter
and biscuits, Hasan Pavwala
reinvented the trade of his fa-
ther Abdeall and grandfather
Talyaball (the A and T) from
1958. He stocks typical Bohra
paraphernalia, kunli — the
support a meal thaal rests on,
to chaakhri — knob-toe plastic
or steel bathroom clogs resem-
bling Buddhist paduka sandals.

At 96-year-old Noor Sweets
on Saifee Jubilee Street,
Rashida’s maternal uncle Abdi-
ali Hasanali  Mithaiwala
promptly packs us boxes of
soft doodhi halwa. With broth-
ers Nooruddin and Yunus, he
carries on after father Hasanali
Alibhai, who fled Kotda San-
ganl village in Gujarat as a lad
of 13 to work in Bombay. Just
across, Hakimuddin and son
Burhanuddin, of Diamond
Samosawala, oblige customers
who bring home-mixed mince
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and onion stuffing for them to
fold neat patti strips around.
“We've done this for 65 years,
even supplied to the Taj,” says
Hakimuddin, wizened face
flushed happy.

Stepping into parallel Pak-
modia Street, I see 1860-estab-
lished Mulla Abdulhusain
Bakri Malampatiwala. Point-
Ing to powders, tinctures and
creams, Hatimbhai  (the
“Bakri” attached because
founder-proprietor grandfa-
ther Abdulhusain was gentle
as a lamb) assures me and
Rashida’s tourist guide cousin
Tasneem Chitalwala that he
has sure cures for boils, ulcers,
psoriasis, piles and

menopause problems. Fifth-
generation nephews helping
on the job, he says, “This is
God’s gift.”

Past Taiyebiyah School, Lal-
lubhair Mali

the Handiwala Masjid (green facade) and Qutbi Masjid (pink faca
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At their Diamond Samosawala shop, Hakimuddin and his son
Burhanuddin have sold samosa pattis for 65 years, along with
assorted kebabs, cutlets and kachoris. PICS/SHADAB KHAN

Suratwala Florist has deco-
rated wedding halls for long,
beside Fakhri Farsan Mart
from 1952. Twinkle-eyed Mo-
hammed Dhorajiwala, of
Taherally  Peppermintwala,
talks about the tiny thimble of
a stall opened 80 years ago by
his father Taherally. “It was
crammed with 1001 items, A to
Z, he says, as children lisp or-
ders for stationery and sweets
at “Taherkaka Pippermeet ni
Dukaan”.

Further in, Shabbir Paghdi-
wala and his son Tamim spe-
cialise in headgear for exalted
elders “including His Holi-
ness. Patronised by royal
clans, they create the Al
Mashaekh paghdi and Yemeni
pheta. Adamji Paghdiwala’s
1902 initiative was followed by
his son Dawoodbhali, Shabbir’s
father. “Safal — neatness — is

the quality to stay ahead in our
work,” Shabbir says.

Above the Paghdiwalas was
the road’s whisper-hushed ad-
dress. The lane’s charms were
subdued by shor-sharaaba and
shootouts stemming from the
33 Pakmodia Street pad of
mafia don Dawood Ibrahim.
Witnessing enough wars in D
Gang territory, an elderly gent
says, "Pizza chains refused de-
liveries and our girls weren't
offered good marriage propos-
als.” Tax consultant Ali Asghar
Rangwala agrees the barri-
cades and bandobast were too
bad to tolerate — “Anyone en-
tering the lane was suspected
a killer. We have lived with
fear, filth and encroachment.
These 1ssues must improve.”

Leaving the blistering In-
nards of Bhendi Bazaar, I
spend a calmer afternoon with






