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mind  truly india

Explore the intricate architectural 
tapestry of Ahmedabad, a city where a 
passion for design runs deep

words by Mignonne Dsouza
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The 1499-constructed Bai 
Harir ni Vav stepwell boasts 
geometric designs, brackets, 

and ornamentation
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What do a 
20th-
century 
ashram, 

a Brutalist masterpiece, 
a stone stepwell, and a 
restored haveli have in 
common? They’re all part of 
the rich fabric that make up 
the architectural heritage 
of Ahmedabad, a UNESCO 
World Heritage City, where 
a love of design runs like a 
common thread. 

My interest in architecture 
is not a learned one but 
it is impossible to not be 
moved by the 15th-century 
Bai Harir ni Vav, a largely 
forgotten structure in the 
city. As I descended into the 
depths of this stepwell, I 
could not help but wonder 
why artisans bothered to 
fashion intricate geometric 
designs, brackets, and 
ornamentation on the 
walls of such a practical 
creation, when it must have 
been submerged most of 
the time. The answer is 
surely because there was a 
passion for design and the 
intent to create a space that 
refreshed the soul as well 
as a traveller’s thirst.  

That move to create a 
community space was also 
behind the commissioning of 
the Mill Owner’s Association 
building in 1951. The noted 
Swiss-French architect 
Le Corbusier was tasked 
with building a Brutalist 
masterpiece that would 
blend offices, meeting 
rooms, and an auditorium 
for the mill owners who 
gave Ahmedabad its 
‘Manchester of the East’ 

title. Even today, when 
the space is in need of 
restoration, it is still a 
powerful statement, 
incongruously sandwiched 
amongst conventional 
buildings. Visitors can 
tour the space with prior 
permission; it is also used to 
host art exhibitions.  

Community living was 
also celebrated, albeit in 
a less grandiose style, at 
the two ashrams founded 
by Mahatma Gandhi. The 

Kochrab Ashram, set up 
in 1915, was the first 
experiment at creating a 
living arrangement that 
mandated manual labour 
and encouraged an ascetic 
mode of life. The Sabarmati 
Ashram, which came up two 
years later, was devoted to 
the same principles. 

These minimalist 
buildings feature just the 
essentials, reflecting the 
focus of a person committed 
to defeating the mighty 

It’s quite something to find an entire street of locked houses, but that is exactly the case 
in Sidhpur, a town around two-and-a-half hours out of Ahmedabad. Once home to the 
Dawoodi Bohra community, these three- to four-storeyed structures were built in the late 
19th and early-20th century. The elegant façades, in fading pastel tones, hint at the grandeur 
inside. These unique masterpieces deserve to be preserved. 

SIDHPUR: FADING GLORY
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Air India flies 
non-stop to 
Ahmedabad 

from Delhi, Mumbai 
and Bengaluru.

GETTING  
THERE 

The old havelis in 
Ahmedabad were 
designed to cope with 
the city’s climate
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British Empire, a crusade 
that left no room for any 
other frills.  

The havelis of the old 
city, however, embrace 
a different domestic 
aesthetic. They feature inner 
courtyards, windows that 
promote cross-ventilation, 
and jalis or louvres, all 
designed to mitigate 
Ahmedabad’s climate. An 
increasing number are being 
repurposed as hotels. That’s 
also the theme of colonial-
era heritage bungalows, like 
the one that once housed 
the Diwan of Radhanpur 
and the iconic House of MG. 

  What is becoming a new 
popular attraction, though, 
is the sculptural Atal Bridge 
across the Sabarmati river. 
It’s a reminder that even as 
Ahmedabad evolves, its love 
of design remains stronger 
than ever. 

WHERE TO STAY

jüSTa Diwans Bungalow
This 150-year-old property is the ancestral house of renowned architect 
IM Kadri and is now an eight-room boutique hotel.  

ITC Narmada
With architecture inspired by the stepwells of Gujarat, this hotel also hosts a 
luxury spa as well as speciality restaurants.  

Taj Skyline, Ahmedabad 
Centrally located, the rooms here boast city views; there is also a kids’ play 
area and an indoor swimming pool. 
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TOP AND BOTTOM 
 The Atal Bridge draws 

inspiration from the 
state̓ s kite festival; 

The Charles Correa-
designed Gandhi 

Memorial Museum at 
Sabarmati Ashram.
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