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A quiet, understated gem
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hopal, the City of Lakes, is one of India’s under-rated 
gems.  The capital of the huge central Indian state 
of Madhya Pradesh, Bhopal is one of India’s greenest 

and cleanest cities.

Prior to 1947, Bhopal was the second largest Muslim princely 
state in the Indian sub-continent, before the merger of the 
states into what would become modern-day India, Pakistan 
and Bangladesh. With the integration of the princely states 
at independence, all of the states had their own fascinating 
history and legacy that they took with them into their new 
country, but few could match that of Bhopal. Uniquely 
women ruled Bhopal for over 100 years.  This was not only 
in a Muslim state, but even more so in the 19th century, a 
situation virtually unheard of then. There were four Begums 
who ruled between 1819 and 1926, veiled, hidden from view, 
but fully in control of their vast territory.

Befitting its Islamic past, Bhopal is home to the Taj-ul-
Masajid, the largest mosque in India and one of the largest  
in Asia. The construction of the mosque is an epic story all  
to itself: Work was started by Nawab Shah Jahan Begum  
in the mid 19th century, and continued by her daughter  
Sultan Jahan Begum, but then funds ran out. And there things 
stopped, until construction was resumed in 1971, well over 

1. To explore the park you 
can rent bicycles or 
self-drive your own  
car or stroll along.

2. White tigers usually 
enclosed behind moats 
and with acres of space.

3. Van Vihar National Park 
is quite extraordinary 
with flocks of birds over 
the lake.

4. Non-dangerous species 
such as the four-horned 
antelope roam around 
freely. 

5-7. The Tribal Museum in 
Bhopal has a unique 
collection of artefacts 
from some of the major 
tribes in the state.
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100 years later, and the mosque was finally completed  
in 1985. Quite a saga, covering the reigns of the Begums, 
the 1857 war against the British, Independence and  
post-Independence.

Madhya Pradesh is home to vast swathes of jungle, and is 
rich in wildlife – this is Kipling country, after all, the land 
that inspired the Jungle Book, and still living in and around 
the forests are many tribal communities. There are dozens 
of tribes in the state, some of them classified as vulnerable, 
due to their declining population. With their own languages 
and customs, distinct traditions and architecture, the tribes 
are an important part of the cultural identity of the state.

Which is why the stunning Tribal Museum in Bhopal is  
an absolute must-see. 

This extraordinary collection of artefacts from some of 
the major tribes in the state is truly world class. It is an 
immersive journey, as you explore brightly lit, brightly 
coloured rooms, some of them with high, soaring ceilings.
There are mock-ups of huts, which you can wander in 
and out of, looking at the different utensils and furniture 
inside. It’s as though you are in a real-life village, as you 
walk past painted homes, and look at vessels and farming 
implements, baskets and wooden carved statues. There 
are detailed panels explaining the traditions and legends 
of each tribe. You learn about marriage customs, and tribal 
religions, about beliefs and legends, about games and 
music. There is colour everywhere. Exhibits hang from the 
ceiling, you clamber up and down. It is truly a fun way to 

learn about different cultures, with museum staff who are 
enthusiastic and knowledgeable about the tribal art and 
artefacts on display.

It bears repeating – the Tribal Museum is absolutely not to 
be missed.

When I was advised to visit Bhopal Zoo, my initial reaction 
was “Er, no thanks”.  Regardless of where you stand on the 
issue of zoos, why on earth would you go see animals in 
cages when the jungles are just a few hours’ drive away?

Ah.

How wrong can you be?

The word ‘zoo’ is a complete misnomer. It is not a zoo at all, 
in the conventional sense of the word, but rather a National 
Park, inside the city limits.

Van Vihar National Park (as it is called) is quite 
extraordinary, and with free-roaming animals and flocks 
of birds over the lake, it is as though you are in the jungle.  
Non-dangerous species such as cheetal, langur, sambar, 
rhesus macaque, hare, porcupine, wild boar, four-horned 
antelope, nilgai and blackbuck roam around freely, whilst 
the carnivores and the more dangerous creatures, including 
tiger, leopard, bear, jackals, and crocodiles are in huge 
enclosures, behind moats and with acres of space to roam.
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Try and visit Van Vihar in the early morning. You will meet 
local Bhopalis out running, cycling and walking in their 
beloved ‘zoo’.  There is a wide road running through Van 
Vihar and to watch early morning joggers avoid a wild boar 
foraging peacefully for food is quite a sight. You can rent 
bicycles to explore the park, or you can self-drive your own 
car – but why would you drive, when you can stroll along 
and be startled by a nilgai chomping calmly away next  
to you?

Clean, quiet. A café. Amazing wildlife on offer. Birds 
skimming over the lake. Youngsters cycling happily along.  
There is no better way to start a Bhopal day.

Bhopal – a quiet, understated gem. 

 Air Seychelles offers two weekly flights to Mumbai
www.airseychelles.com
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