
 

 

The life and times of an Indian pavement 

March 2016 Mumbai 

Well, you never know the minute! One moment the pavement is broad, tiled, 

well swept and clean and the next you trip over a bungle of rags (which you 

think is someone's bed but alas it is complete with sleeping person lying, 

out for the count, under a tree), or trip over a boulder or fall down a hole 

two feet wide by one foot deep. 

Lesson one, never and I mean never, take your eyes off the pavement - if 

there is one. 

Sometimes there is, sometimes there is n't. The nearer to the posher 

shops in the city, the more likelihood of a pavement. But don't be deceived, 

pavement or no pavement the trip hazards are the same. I like being a 

pavement. I see all sides of life. I have regular visitors, the homeless, the 

pilgrims, the labourers from the country looking for work, not to mention 

the many, and I mean many small packs of dogs who lounge in dusty hollows 

in the heat of the day and roam and fight for territory at night. The 

squeals from a hurt mongrel are quite upsetting.  

People ah that's a different story. The homeless and the wanderers choose 

a spot, usually under a tree where they spread their dung coloured blanket 

and rest their weary heads. Up above in the tree, tucked away in the 

branches, in plastic carrier bags, sit their worldly wealth, safe from prying 

eyes, dogs and thieves. The people disappear during the day, not sure 

where they go but I suspect begging is a good probability. 

Sometimes I get long tenancies, here they build lean to shelters with 

sticks and try to cover them with rags or plastic sheeting. I get really 

worried when they produce a small stove to cook their rice. 1. It is a fire 

hazard, health and safety and all that, 2. It is very hot on my tiles don't 

you know! There is never a makeshift tent without the obligatory 2/3 

children and mottled, flea bitten, skin deceased mangy dog. Quiet, dull 

eyed, bare footed, dirty clothes, and still no pants and that's just the 

children. 

At times I am in great demand, particularly at pilgrim time. Yellow robed 

priests, orange-coloured pilgrims, and strange looking Sadirs (holy men to 

the uninitiated) sleep contentedly on my smooth warmer parts. The coolies 



 

 

from the countryside come and go. Early morning, they disappear for an 

early cup of milky chai in a paper cup which is thrown and usually ends up 

next to my pavement. I am told they sit in a strategic place and hope for 

work, 250 rupees per day outside the city but a whole 300 plus nearer in. 

(Roughly 100 rupees to the £). 

I am never lonely. I am sat on, sh t on (don't take offence, there is much 

about until the sweepers clear it up), squatted on, slept on, walked on by 

our beloved sacred cows (getting fewer and fewer in the city) parked on; 

by hand carts, fruit and veg stalls (these look lovely, colourful stacked 

shiny fruit for sale at least until 11 pm). I love the colours but detest the 

rubbish they leave dumped in my hollows, there to stay forever and a day.  

I am keen to tell you about the new public toilets which are appearing on 

some of my flat bits. Now don't get too excited they are few and far 

between but at least they have started to arrive. What a relief, if I told 

you how many men, I see having a wee just anywhere in a day, you would be 

amazed! 

The loo costs 5 rupees and is a self-contained circular stainless steel self-

locking cabinet. I have no idea whether they are self-cleaning but holy cow 

I hope so. 

Now let my try to explain how diverse my kingdom is. I've mentioned 

smooth, posh and tiled - let me tell you these are few and far between. 

The majority of my kingdom is made up of rubble, holes, stagnant water, 

and discarded building materials. You see Indian builders are prolific, they 

build nonstop anywhere and everywhere. Since last year I have seen 2 new 

train stations, a new monorail, countless new flyovers to relieve traffic 

congestion, ha, extensions to the metro service and innumerable (so many 

I can't count), high rise apartment blocks that the adverts say, everybody 

should aspire to and can afford. Green is replaced with rubble; towns are 

joining into each other and Bombay is stretching into oblivion. 

So, what does this mean to the poor pavement? Well, with all this building 

I am totally overused. Notwithstanding all these extra people, the builders 

leave their rubble just where they build. If I collected all builder’s 

material from my pavement; wire, bricks, pipes (these are my favourite and 

such a variety), hard core, not to mention bags of, gone off cement, rusty 

fences etc., I could build something the size of Buckingham Palace AND 



 

 

Westminster Abbey from just the first 5-mile stretch! Would that it was 

so simple, collect the builders' rubble, mend the millions of pavement pot 

holes and bingo. But what about the trillions of plastic bags and litter you 

say, and there you have a point. I just can't tackle that today; it is just 

too painful. Generations and generations of accumulated plastic and 

rubbish, intertwined with the soil make it look like Bombay is built on a 

rubbish dump. 

As an observer of life, I do enjoy all the activity that goes on around me. 

Especially the road sweepers who sweep tons of plastic, litter, leaves, dust 

and general rubbish into huge mounds - and leave it there. Somehow the 

bin men never seem to arrive to take it away. Every day the mound gets 

bigger and bigger, then abracadabra it disappears. Billy wind arrives, 

scatters it back to its original place and then we start again. On the other 

hand, despite the appalling conditions of the poor who line my pavement, 

the women are house proud and sweep outside their hovels every morning. 

The best try to burn it, the worst just tip it on next doors.' Ah well such 

is life. 

I have quite a bit of green scattered about in the city you know. Well green 

may be an exaggeration. It might be more of a dusty green with some dirty 

brown thrown in. Trees I am talking about, poor specimens most of them, 

can't breathe for the fumes. No wonder many people clutch scarves and 

saris to their mouths to keep the filthy pollution out. I would hate to see 

the average city pedestrian's lungs, but I do see the old apartment blocks 

(of which there are thousands), built probably in the sixties, stained dirty 

brown and black, looking mold ridden, rusty and distinctly unhealthy. Small 

black windows are encased with rusty metal casings, about a foot from the 

wall so as the space can be used as storage. Anything from children's 

plastic toys, stained brown air conditioning units, plants choking in the 

exhaust fumes, to multi coloured washing is resplendent in designer brown 

wire cages. Everyone should have one. 

To be fair, the new apartment blocks are much nicer and are gathering 

apace. The buildings are much taller, (land is at a premium), larger windows, 

definitely no rusty encased cages, balconies to put your washing and even 

car parking for the really posh ones.  

Change happens fast here in Thane. 



 

 

I've seen new public buses pass by with comfortable seats, air conditioning, 

big clean windows, with glass, and smartly dressed drivers. Ah but we still 

have many ramshackle buses, glassless windows, battered and dinted 

bodies, mucky, overcrowded and horn blaring like it was on its way to an 

emergency. 

Talking about horns, nasty, noisy things. I have never found one that plays 

a good tune. It was vogue you know to blow your horn when you passed 

someone, when you did not like them, if someone got in your way, or went 

too slow, or too fast or just existed. The noisier the better. 

Not now, the new vogue is to cross out 'honk your horn' on the back of 

your truck and pass by quietly with some sobriety, well maybe just a little 

quieter. 

A reduction in air pollution and noise pollution what is the city coming to! 

Now the last thing I want to tell you is about all these huge posters that 

dot along beside my pavement. There is a common theme which I think I 

quite like. They are all about aiming high, working hard, achieving your 

dreams, developing aspirations and touching the moon. In other words, if 

you work hard you can achieve everything you have ever wanted. Not sure 

that will be true for everyone, but I like the thought. I even heard that 

new Prime Minister Mr. Modi on the radio this week (he addresses the 

nation for an hour every month). He spoke for an hour wishing the 15 and 

17 year olds good luck in their exams. He actually did a motivational speech 

and gave exam technique tips too, now that was a surprise. 

Times are changing folks. I wonder what I will be telling you in another 

year or two? 

Tricia's pavement ramblings. 


