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In the final years of the last century the Maharashtra Government - somewhat 
reluctantly it would appear - agreed to the OVAL Trust’s many requests, over 15 years, 
to restore the Oval Maidan. The Government finally gave the Trust a six-month period 
within which it should show some results - otherwise the permission would be revoked. 
The rest is history for the city’s poorest and most disadvantaged to use and enjoy !

Then in the early years of this century the Maharashtra Government by a Resolution 
of 2004 asked the OVAL Trust - perhaps acknowledging that the Trust had done well 
in the Oval Maidan - to restore a 5-acre area of the Cross Maidan owned by the City’s 
Collector, as a recreation ground. This is the area bounded by the Bhikha Behram Well 
of 1725, the Western Railway Headquarters of 1899, the Art Deco Fasli Agiary of 1940, 
the Tata Communications Tower, the Central Telegraph Office of 1814, the Public Works 
Department building of 1872 and the historic Oval Maidan. A truly one of a kind unique 
heritage setting!

The importance of the restoration of this ground, designated as a recreation ground 
by the Government itself, cannot be overstated. Consider that the Esplanade of old - 
the stretch of green extending from the Cooperage ground to the Cross Maidan was in 
large measure to be restored. The Cooperage Band Stand ground was restored by the 
Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai (MCGM) with the cooperation and inputs 
of the Oval-Cooperage Residents Association (OCRA); the Oval by the OVAL Trust 
and the last piece in the jigsaw was the Cross Maidan Garden. When we first went to 
the ground eager to assess the picture and therefore what needed to be done, to our 
dismay, the ground was one ruinous encroached upon disaster!

At the heart of the ground was a colony of squatters who with impunity had been 
allowed to overtake a recreation space which rightly belongs to the city. The MCGM, 
not to be outdone, had used the ground to separate the garbage collected from South 
Mumbai! To add insult to injury, an area of 2,000 square yards was taken over by two 
rows of hawkers, complete with stalls, a tarred road and electric power, selling all kinds 
of clothes. But most amazing of all, near the well was a structure which, on closer look 
turned out to be a full-fledged office of a company called, Siporex occupying an area 
of 555.5 sq. yards, having a capital of over Rs 1 crore which had been allowed by the 
authorities to do business in a recreation ground. 

In fact, every manner of encroachment one could imagine was the challenge that 
confronted the Trust in this restoration effort. To make a start, the Trust signed an 
agreement with the then Collector to give the space free of encroachments to the Trust. 
And then the real work began…. !

We got the help of the police and the municipal authorities and the centre of the 
ground was cleared of illegal squatters - a big first step had been taken! Hardly had 
we started the processes of restoration, namely collecting the required funds, getting 
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together all the needed elements for the ground, such as the fence, the stone required 
for the benches and the walking track, leveling of the ground, clearing up aeons of 
garbage the ground had been abused by, when we were faced with a totally unforeseen 
challenge.

In 2006 we came to know through the press that the Government had planned to 
replace the 100-year old water bearing tunnels from Malabar Hill to South Mumbai 
and had located this work - all the digging, tunneling required - in the dead centre of 
the ground that the Trust had been given to restore! The MCGM had a Government 
Resolution to do this work in its favour and did the Trust for the very same area! In our 
view both projects were undeniable essentials for the city - more water and a quiet, 
green space where you can breathe easy. No amount of persuasion, cajoling, requests 
would budge the MCGM to re-locate that project to just a small step away from the 
ground so that it would temporarily disturb no more than one cricket pitch north of the 
garden ground. The impasse was only resolved when the Guardian Minister of the city, 
Mr. Jayant Patil interceded on the Trust’s behalf and agreed with our suggestion that 
the water project could be located in the 7000 sq. yard strip at the northern edge of the 
ground so that the water project could be undertaken simultaneously with the restoration 
of the garden. A win, win situation if there ever was! This area will revert to the Trust in 
2011 when the tunnel project is completed. There is clearly no easy path for an NGO to 
follow which is involved in public projects!

A far more serious problem is the double row of hawkers, all of them unlicensed, 
encroaching on the government designated recreation ground. This illegal row of 
hawkers not only blocks the view of the garden, but also has prevented the Trust from 
making the main entrance to the garden there forcing us for the time being to open 
up the service entrance on the eastern side to give the public access. After strenuous 
efforts, many legal interventions and being satisfied that the hawkers were illegally in 
the ground, the Collector took action to remove them. Sadly, but not surprisingly, there 
was no cooperation from the other authorities who were vested with the responsibility 
of keeping the ground clear. In fact, their delays saw to it that the hawkers were enabled 
to approach the Supreme Court which ordered that the status quo be maintained on 
the ground as of October 8, 2009, when as a matter of fact on that day there were no 
encroachments. The hawkers are therefore, quite clearly and with impunity, in contempt 
of the Supreme Court’s Order. The hawkers’ businesses continue in full swing while the 
matter awaits resolution in the Supreme Court.

In 1983 in this ground an exhibition was held of new building materials and Siporex 
was permitted to put up a small structure to display the new type of bricks they had 
developed. This permission was valid for one year. Twenty seven years on, the structure 
still stands in its new avatar of a full-fledged air conditioned office with modern systems, 
a space to park and store its bricks for which inexplicably the authorities are charging 
rent. And when the rent was proposed to be increased, Siporex went to Court against 

January 12 2005

March 10 2006

October 7 2006

March 01 2009 im
ag

e 
cr

ed
it_

 G
oo

g
le

 M
ap

s

O
P
EN

 S
PA

C
E 
| 4

3
0

O
P
EN

 S
PA

C
E 
| 4

3
1



this “injustice”! The law’s delays are all too well known especially by persons who know 
how to eke out the best advantage from it. There is where this intractable matter rests 
for the moment.

And as if these problems were not enough to inundate anyone, on the eastern 
pavement there is a crumbling defunct toilet built by an equally defunct Rotary Club 
many years ago.  Use of this structure as a toilet was prohibited by the Court on account 
of its proximity to the Bhikha Behram Well which is a place of worship, as its waters 
might be polluted by the toilet. This went to the Supreme Court which referred it back 
to the High Court with the injunction that the structure be put to some other use. And 
there it lay for several long years. As there was no Rotary Club or donor to take care of 
it, the structure lent itself to all manner of abuse – vagrants, squatters, drug peddlers 
have taken it over, store their goods there, cook there and it is piled high with garbage 
the day long. The Trust pushed to have the matter  heard by the High Court and when 
recently it came to be heard, to our surprise the defunct Rotary Club and the donor 
who had died by then, was represented by a lawyer who strenuously argued in favour 
of this crumbling misused structure being retained ! This meant the Trust approaching 
the Authorities to draw their attention to this unacceptable status on their pavement 
and to ask them through the Courts to reclaim their own land and in the process open 
up another vista to the garden. This also awaits resolution in the Courts. 

And finally, awaiting solutions to these problems meant denying the public the 
space which was rightfully theirs. So the newly minted garden, created from what was 
virtually a rubbish heap was opened to the public on 28th June 2010. It has a children’s 
corner, with equipment like swings and slides, benches for recreation, reading, eating 
and a walking track around the garden. About 60 new trees were planted which in 
time will make a spectacular picture of golden peltorphorum, chilly red gulmohars 
and translucent yellow laburnums - the lines of red and yellow cannas echoing these 
colours. An award winning sculpture by Nuru Karim depicting a stylised “charkha” which 
represents the advance of India from the basic spinning wheel to the power it is now, will 
be the dramatic centre piece of the garden. This will be installed by December of 2010.

And so the Garden is open to the public - but much awaits resolution, which with 
luck will not be long. Till then come and enjoy the peace and quiet of this garden, far 
from the madding crowd.

 January 25 2010

im
ag

e 
cr

ed
it_

 G
oo

g
le

 M
ap

s

O
P
EN

 S
PA

C
E 
| 4

3
2

4
3

3


