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Introduction

With its vibrant culture, rich history, and dynamic energy, Dhaka stands as a city that
encapsulates the spirit of Bangladesh. As the vibrant heart of this thriving nation,
Dhaka is more than just a bustling metropolis; it is a tapestry woven with threads of
tradition, modernity, and multicultural interaction. For tourists ready to delve into its
wonders, this book aims to provide an extensive guide to experiencing Dhaka like
never before.

Located at the confluence of the Buriganga River, Dhaka serves not only as the
country's capital but also as a significant economic and cultural hub. The city has a
history that stretches back over a thousand years, marked by periods of immense
wealth and colonial occupation, all leaving indelible marks on its landscape and
identity. Each neighborhood tells a story, from the ancient architecture of Old Dhaka
to the sleek skyscrapers that represent a modern and progressive future.

Dhaka is a city where tradition meets contemporary lifestyles, offering an eclectic
array of experiences that cater to a diverse range of tastes. From the ornate remnants
of Mughal architecture to the imposing modernist lines of the National Parliament
House, the city's built environment is as varied as its population. Celebrations and
festivals fill the calendar year-round, providing tourists with a unique opportunity to
experience the vibrant colors and rhythms of Bengali culture firsthand.

For travelers, understanding Dhaka's complex transport system is crucial for a smooth
visit. Traditional rickshaws provide a charming, albeit slow-paced way to navigate the
city's traffic-heavy streets, while auto-rickshaws and buses present more practical
options. Additionally, the city now embraces technology with the integration of ride-
sharing apps, offering tourists a modern way to explore.

Amidst its bustling streets and crowded markets, Dhaka holds a myriad of culinary
delights ready to be discovered. Bengali cuisine is a feast for the senses, with spicy
Biryani, sweet Pithas, and savory Bhortas showcasing the richness of the local palate.
Street food stalls tempt with their aromatic offerings, while upscale dining venues
promise a more refined taste of Bangladesh.

This guide aims to equip prospective visitors with all the necessary information to
explore Dhaka in its full glory. From navigating its neighborhoods and savoring its
cuisine to understanding its historical background and respecting its cultural norms,
this book will serve as an essential companion for anyone planning to uncover the
myriad mysteries and charms of Dhaka.
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CHAPTER ONE: Overview of Dhaka

Welcome, truly, to Dhaka. If you’ve picked up this guide, you're likely contemplating,
or perhaps have already committed to, visiting one of the world's most dynamic,
challenging, and ultimately rewarding urban experiences. Dhaka is not a city for the
faint of heart, nor is it a destination that reveals its charms passively. It demands
engagement, patience, and an open mind. In return, it offers an immersion into a
culture, a history, and a way of life that is profoundly different, intensely vibrant, and
utterly unforgettable. This chapter serves as your initial bearing, providing a landscape
view of this sprawling megacity before we delve into its specific facets.

Geographically, Dhaka sits squarely in the heart of Bangladesh, not just politically but
physically. It sprawls across the low-lying Ganges Delta, a landscape shaped by
mighty rivers. The city's lifeblood, historically and geographically, is the Buriganga
River, which curls around its southern and western edges. Though sadly diminished in
grandeur and health compared to its past glory, the Buriganga remains a vital artery,
especially for the commerce and character of Old Dhaka. The broader landscape is
incredibly flat, typical of the delta, meaning hills or significant elevation changes are
virtually non-existent within the city limits. This flatness contributes to drainage
challenges, particularly during the monsoon season.

Positioned roughly in the centre of the country, Dhaka's location has always been
strategic. It facilitates its role as the administrative and economic hub, connecting
different regions of Bangladesh. The city lies on the eastern banks of the Buriganga,
relatively close to the confluence of the mighty Padma (Ganges), Meghna, and Jamuna
(Brahmaputra) rivers, which dominate the country's geography and influence its
climate and agriculture profoundly. Understanding this riverine context is key to
understanding Bangladesh, and by extension, Dhaka itself.

Dhaka is, without exaggeration, a megacity. Pinning down an exact population figure
is notoriously difficult due to rapid growth and informal settlements, but estimates
consistently place the population of the greater metropolitan area well above 20
million people. This makes it not only the largest city in Bangladesh by a staggering
margin but also one of the most populous cities on the planet. More significantly, it
ranks among the most densely populated cities globally. This density is perhaps the
single most defining characteristic a visitor will encounter, influencing everything from
transportation to daily life.

This immense concentration of people translates into a palpable energy. Streets teem

with life from dawn until late at night. Markets pulse with activity, pedestrians
navigate crowded sidewalks, and the constant motion ofrickshaws, cars, buses, and
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CNG auto-rickshaws creates a unique urban rhythm. It can feel chaotic, overwhelming
even, but beneath the surface intensity lies a remarkable resilience and functionality.
Dhaka works, albeit in its own distinct, often perplexing, way. This density fuels its
dynamism but also presents significant infrastructural challenges, most notably in
traffic management and public services.

As the capital of Bangladesh, Dhaka is the nucleus of the nation's political,
administrative, and judicial functions. The imposing Jatiya Sangsad Bhaban (National
Parliament House), government ministries, Supreme Court, and presidential palace are
all located here. Major national decisions are made in Dhaka, and its political climate
often sets the tone for the rest of the country. Consequently, the city hosts numerous
embassies and international organizations, reflecting its global standing and
importance within South Asia and beyond. Its role extends beyond mere
administration; it's the gravitational center for national identity and aspirations.

Economically, Dhaka is the undisputed powerhouse of Bangladesh. It accounts for a
significant portion of the country's GDP. While the garment industry is a major driver,
the city boasts a diverse economy encompassing finance, trade, manufacturing,
telecommunications, and a rapidly growing IT sector. Corporate headquarters, major
banks, and the stock exchange are based here. This economic magnetism draws
people from all over Bangladesh seeking opportunity, contributing further to the city's
growth and its characteristic blend of ambition and struggle. The visible contrast
between modern business districts and areas of intense poverty underscores the
complex economic realities.

The city is broadly, though informally, divided into two main parts: Old Dhaka (Puran
Dhaka) and New Dhaka. Old Dhaka, centered around the river port of Sadarghat, is the
historic heart. Its origins stretch back centuries, particularly flourishing under Mughal
rule in the 17th century. Here, you'll find narrow, winding lanes, bustling wholesale
markets, ancient mosques and temples, colonial-era architecture, and a pace of life
that feels steeped in history. It's crowded, often chaotic, but incredibly atmospheric
and rich in sensory detail. Exploring Old Dhaka is like stepping back in time, offering a
glimpse into the city’s soul.

In contrast, 'New Dhaka' refers generally to the areas developed from the mid-20th
century onwards, located primarily north of the old city. This includes planned
residential areas like Dhanmondi, Gulshan, Banani, and Baridhara, as well as sprawling
commercial zones and newer developments. These areas are characterized by wider
roads (though still congested), modern apartment buildings, shopping malls,
international hotels, embassies, and upscale restaurants. While lacking the historical
depth of Old Dhaka, these districts represent the city's modern face, aspirations, and
integration into the global economy. The contrast between the organic, almost
medieval layout of the old city and the more structured, though often still gridlocked,
new areas is stark and fascinating.
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Understanding this Old/New distinction is crucial for navigating the city and
appreciating its multifaceted character. While Old Dhaka offers historical immersion,
New Dhaka provides modern amenities and comforts often sought by international
visitors. Key areas in New Dhaka have their own identities: Gulshan and Baridhara
form the diplomatic enclave and upmarket commercial/residential zone; Banani is
known for its restaurants and cafes; Dhanmondi is an older, established residential
area with cultural spaces and lakeside walkways; Motijheel is the traditional central
business district, though losing some prominence to newer hubs.

The sheer scale of Dhaka means getting around requires planning and patience. While
Chapter 6 covers transportation in detail, a general overview notes the ubiquity of
cycle rickshaws, instantly recognizable and offering a unique, albeit slow, perspective.
CNG auto-rickshaws (three-wheeled motorized vehicles, usually painted green) are
faster alternatives for shorter to medium distances. Buses are plentiful but often
overcrowded and challenging for unfamiliar visitors. Ride-sharing apps like Uber and
Pathao (which includes car and motorbike options) have become increasingly popular
and offer a degree of convenience and price standardization, proving invaluable for
many tourists navigating the city's complex network.

Traffic congestion is an unavoidable reality of Dhaka life. Journeys that might seem
short on a map can take considerable time, especially during peak hours. Patience is
not just a virtue here; it's a necessity. Locals often factor in significant buffer time for
any appointment or travel plan. Visitors should do the same. Planning activities
geographically close to each other for a single day can help minimize time spent in
transit. Embracing the slow pace of a rickshaw ride through quieter backstreets, or
observing the ebb and flow of street life while stuck in traffic, can become part of the
unique Dhaka experience itself.

Despite the urban sprawl, Dhaka offers pockets of green and relative tranquility.
Ramna Park, near the city centre, is a large, established green space popular for
morning walks and relaxation. The National Botanical Garden and Baldha Garden offer
more structured encounters with flora. Perhaps the most significant recent
development impacting the city's landscape and offering recreational space is
Hatirjheel. This ambitious lake-centered project connects several parts of the city with
bridges and waterside walkways, providing much-needed open space and creating
new transportation routes via water taxis, drastically changing the visual landscape for
surrounding areas like Tejgaon, Gulshan, Badda, Rampura, and Moghbazar.

The sensory experience of Dhaka is intense and multifaceted. Visually, it’s a city of
contrasts: the intricate beauty of centuries-old mosques juxtaposed with modern glass
facades; the vibrant colours of rickshaw art against the grey backdrop of urban
concrete; the lush greenery bursting forth unexpectedly amidst dense construction.
Sonically, it's a symphony (or perhaps cacophony) of honking horns, vendors' calls,
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calls to prayer from mosques, the whirring of rickshaw wheels, and the general hum of
millions of people living and working in close proximity. Olfactorily, it presents a blend
of street food aromas, spices, exhaust fumes, river scents, and fragrant flowers - a
constantly shifting tapestry of smells.

Dhaka operates under a tropical monsoon climate. This means it's generally hot and
humid throughout the year. The coolest and most pleasant period is the winter season,
roughly from November to February, when temperatures are milder and humidity
drops. This is generally considered the best time for tourists. From March,
temperatures begin to climb, reaching their peak in April and May before the monsoon
arrives. The monsoon season, typically from June to October, brings heavy rainfall,
often causing waterlogging and disrupting transport. While the rain can offer respite
from the heat, it presents its own set of challenges for sightseeing. We will delve
deeper into weather patterns and the best time to visit in later chapters.

The people of Dhaka, like Bangladeshis in general, are known for their hospitality and
resilience. Despite the daily challenges of living in such a densely populated and
demanding environment, there's often a warmth and curiosity extended towards
foreign visitors. While Bengali (Bangla) is the official language and universally spoken,
English is reasonably common in business circles, tourist areas, hotels, and among the
educated population. However, learning a few basic Bengali phrases (covered in
Chapter 19) will always be appreciated and can enhance interactions significantly.
Don't be surprised if people approach you simply to practice their English or out of
genuine curiosity.

Culturally, Dhaka is a melting pot, drawing people from every corner of Bangladesh.
This creates a rich tapestry of traditions, dialects, and customs within the city itself.
While predominantly Muslim, Dhaka has significant Hindu, Christian, and Buddhist
communities, contributing to its diverse cultural landscape. Numerous festivals dot the
calendar, celebrated with great enthusiasm. Pahela Baishakh (Bengali New Year), Eid
ul-Fitr, Eid ul-Adha, and Durga Puja are major events that transform the city's
atmosphere, showcasing vibrant traditions, music, food, and community spirit.
Experiencing Dhaka during a festival offers a unique insight into its cultural heart
(more in Chapter 23).

The city’s character is also shaped by its youth. Bangladesh has a very young
population, and this demographic energy is palpable in Dhaka. Universities and
colleges abound, making it a major educational center. This youthful dynamism fuels
trends in fashion, music, technology adoption (like the rapid uptake of ride-sharing
and food delivery apps), and the burgeoning cafe culture found in areas like
Dhanmondi and Banani. It adds another layer to the city's complex personality - a
forward-looking energy existing alongside deep-rooted traditions.

It's important to acknowledge the city's challenges alongside its attractions. Poverty is
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visible, infrastructure struggles to keep pace with growth, pollution (air and water) is a
significant concern, and the traffic is often cited as among the worst in the world.
Tourists should be prepared for these realities. However, focusing solely on the
difficulties would be a disservice to Dhaka's spirit. It's a city of immense human
ingenuity, resilience, and warmth. It functions and thrives despite the odds, offering
lessons in adaptation and community.

Why visit Dhaka, then? Because it offers an authentic, unfiltered travel experience. It's
not a city packaged neatly for mass tourism. It requires effort but rewards the curious
traveler with encounters and insights not easily found elsewhere. It's a chance to
witness history unfolding in the narrow lanes of Old Dhaka, to feel the pulse of a
rapidly developing nation in its modern districts, to taste unique flavours, and to
connect with people known for their hospitality. It's a city that challenges your
perceptions and stays with you long after you've left.

In essence, Dhaka is a city of layers. Underneath the initial impression of chaos lies a
complex system of commerce, culture, and community. It’s a city constantly in
motion, forever reinventing itself while clinging fiercely to its past. It is the roaring
engine of Bangladesh, driving the nation forward while carrying the weight of its
history and traditions. Approaching it with curiosity and respect will unlock
experiences far richer than any polished tourist brochure could convey. This guide
aims to help you peel back those layers and navigate the vibrant, demanding, and
ultimately captivating reality of Dhaka.

Think of Dhaka as a living organism, constantly adapting and evolving. New flyovers
reshape traffic flow (or sometimes just relocate the bottlenecks), gleaming shopping
malls rise beside centuries-old markets, and artistic expression finds outlets in
everything from rickshaw panels to contemporary art galleries. The pace of change
can be dizzying, yet certain rhythms - the call to prayer, the evening rush hour, the
seasonal cycle of festivals - provide continuity. It’s this blend of the constant and the
changing that makes Dhaka endlessly fascinating.

The administrative division of the city into Dhaka North City Corporation (DNCC) and
Dhaka South City Corporation (DSCC) reflects the practicalities of governing such a
vast urban area. Generally, DSCC covers the older, more historic parts including Old
Dhaka, Motijheel, and Dhanmondi, while DNCC encompasses the newer northern areas
like Gulshan, Banani, Mohakhali, Mirpur, and Uttara near the airport. While this division
is primarily administrative, it loosely corresponds to the Old/New Dhaka geographical
split and impacts service delivery and urban planning.

Water bodies, beyond the Buriganga, play a role in shaping the city. Numerous canals
(khals) crisscross Dhaka, though many have sadly been encroached upon or heavily
polluted. Efforts like the Hatirjheel project aim to revitalize some of these waterways,
recognizing their potential for both transport and recreation. Lakes, such as
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Dhanmondi Lake or Gulshan Lake, offer valuable breathing space within densely built-
up areas, becoming focal points for community life and leisure activities.

The city's skyline is a testament to its rapid development. While Old Dhaka remains
largely low-rise, areas like Gulshan, Banani, Panthapath, and Motijheel feature
increasingly tall office buildings, hotels, and apartment complexes. This vertical
growth reflects economic ambitions and the pressure of population density. Observing
the evolving skyline, especially from vantage points like Hatirjheel or rooftop
restaurants, provides a visual narrative of Dhaka's trajectory.

Dhaka’s significance extends beyond Bangladesh; it is a crucial player in regional
dynamics. As the capital of the world's eighth most populous country, its political
stability and economic progress have implications for South Asia and beyond. Its role
in international forums, its participation in regional trade agreements (like SAARC and
BIMSTEC), and its hosting of diplomatic missions underline its position on the global
stage. Visiting Dhaka offers a window into the complexities and opportunities of this
vital region.

The sheer variety within Dhaka is perhaps its most compelling aspect. One can spend
the morning navigating the labyrinthine alleys of Shankhari Bazar in Old Dhaka,
surrounded by the sounds of traditional crafts, and the afternoon browsing
international brands in the air-conditioned comfort of Jamuna Future Park, one of
South Asia's largest shopping malls. This constant juxtaposition of worlds is not just
possible; it's typical of the Dhaka experience.

Ultimately, Dhaka is more than just a place on the map. It's an experience, an
immersion, a challenge. It's the scent of street-side biryani mingling with jasmine
garlands, the sight of brightly painted rickshaws navigating impossible gaps in traffic,
the sound of a thousand conversations happening simultaneously, the feeling of
vibrant life pressing in from all sides. It’s a city that demands your full attention and
rewards it with a richness few other places can offer. Prepare yourself for an
adventure unlike any other.
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