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In a city of
allure

A melange of traffic, people, poverty, wealth – throw in a chunk of Bollywood and
a palette of colour and you have Mumbai, India’s most populous city.

T
T

he fishermen were here first … when Bombay was a dumbbellshaped island tapering, at the centre, to a narrow shining
strand beyond which could be seen the finest and largest natural
harbour in Asia. (Midnight’s Children, Salman Rushdie)
Formerly Bombay, Mumbai was named after the Goddess
Mumbadevi to whom the Koli fishermen – who had lived on the
archipelago since the Stone Age – prayed, but the heritage
of India’s largest metropolis is defined more by the waves of
migration that have engulfed the “seven tiny islands of Bombay”
than by the Kolis who fished deep in the waters around them.

Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus (Victoria Terminus), a UNESCO World Heritage Site, Mumbai.
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Mumbai’s heritage is as diverse
as the people who have moved to
the city over the last 350 years, and
any visitor is welcome to experience
this potpourri of cultures that is ever
evolving and is immortalised in the city’s
buildings, memoirs, literature and of
course, Bollywood.
In 1708 Bombay became the
headquarters of the East India Company
and when a shipbuilding industry began
in 1735 capitalists, labourers and slaves
moved to the city en masse. By the late
18th century reclamation of land was
under way to join up the islands as the
British consolidated their power and
began some serious planning for the
century ahead.

That its 20 million residents follow different religions and speak
different languages doesn’t seem to matter – they share the
small space.
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After a few hundred years of remote
ownership by Hindu and Muslim rulers,
the islands were captured by the
Portuguese in 1534. They constructed
several forts and churches but found
little use for the area and after 150
years gave them to the English, who
quickly leased the islands to the Dutch
East India Company. The governor of
that body wasted little time in attracting
businessmen and labour from far and
wide. Between 1661 and 1775 the
population grew from 10 000 to 65 000
people and it’s a trend that hasn’t
subsided. Then and now, this is India’s
city of opportunity and its bloated
populace of over 20 million people chase
their share of the wealth that abounds.

Typical vegetable street market in Mumbai.

Mumbai poetry
“Bombay is a city in which everything
is on broad, public display. Nothing
is hidden.” (Suketu Mehta –
Maximum City)
Bombay is a Poem by Ahmad
Jawed Sakhi, Ira Chada, Moeez
Ali Syed
Bombay is a poem
A poem with no rhyme
Bombay is a painting
A painting with no lines
Bombay is bhel-puri
A delicious mixture
Bombay is like the ocean
Far too vast to capture
Here, religions merge
Into one blinding haze
Identities are hidden beneath
The city’s frantic craze

The Imperial is a twin-tower residential skyscraper complex in Tardeo, South Mumbai.
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Dancer Ashwini Iyer practices her routine at a rehearsal of The Merchants of Bollywood in a studio in Mumbai.
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Zodiac Grill, Taj Mahal Hotel.

Sambar and rice – South Indian cuisine.
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Walking around the heart of Mumbai
one cannot fail to be impressed by the
18th and 19th century “Bombay Gothic”
heritage buildings that are unique and
beautiful and imposing. Even the train
station, Chhatrapati Shivaji (formerly
Victoria Terminus), is a UNESCO world
heritage site, while the nearby Taj
Mahal Hotel is frequently described as
the most beautiful hotel in the world.
In between the two lie a couple of
kilometres of countless magnificent
structures. Libraries, colleges, fountains,
a university, the courts, municipal
buildings, a cricket pitch, art galleries –
every step of the way the senses
are delighted by the heritage of this
spectacular city. To whizz around by taxi
would be to miss hidden architectural
gems – this city is best taken in on foot.
Of course, these buildings tell only
half the story of Mumbai’s heritage.
Mosques built by followers of Islam
and temples built by the devotees of
Hinduism and its myriad gods form

spiritual havens for millions in a peaceful
city of mutual acceptance. The Gateway
of India was built to commemorate a visit
by King George V and Queen Mary, but
for many it is better remembered as the
point from which the last British troops
departed, ending nearly 300 years of
colonialism. The landmark is also the
departure point for tours to Elephanta
Island, 10 km away, where sculpted
Hindu and Buddhist caves dating back to
the fourth century offer visitors a chance
to enjoy an entirely different type of
UNESCO world heritage site.
Mumbai’s heritage buildings offer
cultural and religious significance, but
they are only symbols of the city’s
history of diversity and progress. Books
in the libraries tell us more. Commenting
on the Bombay of the 19th century, the
sociologist Meera Kosambi points to its
growing population: “a large spectrum of
racial, religious and linguistic diversity,
arranged within a broadly hierarchical
and non-competitive pyramid”.
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At its apex were the Europeans,
followed by the mercantile communities,
mainly Parsis and Gujaratis, while
Marathi-speakers – by far the dominant
group – were the non-commercial literary
elite as well as the backbone of the
clerical and labouring categories.
The Marathi may be the only people
who are strictly native to Mumbai, but
there are hundreds of ethnic groups
that call the city home. After a second
visit in the 1890s, the English poet and
journalist Edwin Arnold wrote of the “tide
of seething Asiatic humanity that ebbs
and flows up and down Bhendi bazaar”;
he also noted that the streets of Bombay
were crowded with “Arabs from Muscat,
Persians from the Gulf, Afghans from the
Northern frontier, black shaggy Biluchis,
negroes of Zanzibar, islanders from the
Maldives and Laccadives, Malagashes,
Malays, and Chinese throng and jostle
with Parsees in their sloping hats, with
Jews, Lascars, fishermen, Rajpoots,
Fakirs, Europeans, Sepoys and Sahibs”.
Clearly one should take no notice
of Arnold’s Victorian lack of racial
sensitivity; the point to be taken is that a
great many cultures were drawn to this
ethnic melting pot that was the city of
Bombay. Not much has changed.
Of course the visitor to Mumbai
is spoiled for choice. The diversity
of Mumbai’s people translates into a
plethora of options in cuisine, in the
arts and in shopping. Anything and
everything is available to anyone and
everyone. Gujarati thalis, Muslim
kebabs, Mangalorian seafood, Parsi

Hindu temple, Kerala, south India.

… the heritage of India’s largest metropolis is defined more by the waves
of migration that have engulfed the “seven tiny islands of Bombay” …

Mumbai heritage
The best way to see the heritage
of Mumbai is by taking a private or
group walking tour of the city with
Bombay Heritage Walks, who offer
personalised walks that trace the
social and architectural history of the
city. BWH was founded by architects
and is very reasonably priced.
www.bombayheritagewalks.com
Elephanta Caves, Elephanta Island, about 10 km east of Mumbai.
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and everyone in between. That its
20 million residents follow different
religions and speak different languages
doesn’t seem to matter – they share
the small space.
The peace among the chaos is
tangible and is reassuring for all
humanity. Books, films, paintings and
songs have all tried to capture the
essence of Mumbai and its Mumbaikers
– their optimism and industriousness or
its triumph over adversity, but this can’t
be done so easily in words. You simply
have to experience it.

The Taj Mahal Palace, Mumbai.

How to get there
SAA currently flies six times a
week to Mumbai, India. From
3 October 2012 this service will
increase to seven flights a week.
SA284 departs from
Johannesburg at 11:15, arriving
in Mumbai at 00:05 the
following morning.
SA285 departs daily from
Mumbai at 02:05, arriving in
Johannesburg at 07:15.
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Dhansak, North Indian tandooris and
Goan vindaloos – the varied restaurants
cater for every palate and every wallet.
Likewise, the wares available on the
chawls and in the bazaars reflect the
cosmopolitan heritage of this wonderful
city. The cinemas and theatres show
productions from every corner of India
and the globe – indeed Bombay has
become an international city that can
rub shoulders with New York, London
or Hong Kong.
Mumbai is made up of industrialist
billionaires, movie stars, slum dwellers

