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Introduction

Mumbai—a city whose very name evokes images of unceasing movement, flashing
colors, and a relentless hum of life. Whether called Bombay or Mumbai, this teeming
metropolis refuses simple definitions. Tourists, films, and headlines often reduce it to a
mirage of sea-facing skylines, thronged train stations, and Bollywood glitz. But
Mumbai’s true soul pulses on the streets, in between its contradictions: ancient
temples alongside glass towers, luxury cars idling beside vegetable carts, the aroma
of frying snacks wafting past colonial architecture, and a cacophony of languages
harmonizing on crowded footpaths.

The mission of this book is to lead readers far beyond postcard stereotypes and iconic
tourist spots, into the hidden arteries and vibrant hearts of Mumbai. Here, every street
is a storybook, and every neighborhood a living archive of struggles and triumphs.
Weaving together travelogue, cultural exploration, and deeply personal stories, this
book seeks to unveil the Mumbai that lives in the laughter of street vendors, the faith
of morning temple-goers, the dreams of daily commuters, and the resilience of those
who persist against daunting odds.

Mumbai’s history is both storied and layered. Originally a string of fishing villages, it
rose to become an essential node of the British Empire, transformed by trade,
migration, and opportunity. The city’s population, drawn from across the Indian
subcontinent—and indeed, the globe—has lent it an unmatched cosmopolitan vigor.
Over time, these waves of settlers brought languages, cuisines, faiths, and customs,
each leaving an indelible mark on the city’s evolving identity. Today, Mumbai stands
as India’s largest city and its economic and cultural powerhouse, a true microcosm of
the nation’s complexities.

Yet, Mumbai is never still—physically or metaphorically. Its railroad networks form
lifelines for millions, while its crowded markets, food stalls, old mills, and luxury malls
all jostle together. Each neighborhood tells its own story: the colonial grandeur of
Colaba, the trendy vibrance of Bandra, the intense creativity of Dharavi, and the
historical gravity of Fort. The city’s “chawls,” skyscrapers, seaside promenades, and
bustling khau gallis all echo with the voices of people who have shaped—and are
shaped by—Mumbai’s energy.

This book will also dive deep into what sustains Mumbai’s spirit: its food, its art, and its
remarkable diversity of dreams. From irresistible street snacks and legendary Irani
cafés to boisterous festivals and cutting-edge street art, Mumbai’s creative life
stretches from the sacred to the subversive. Its film industry—Bollywood—may
capture global attention, but creativity flourishes in countless invisible corners: in the
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music of local trains, the murals on street walls, and the everyday rituals performed at
roadside shrines.

Finally, no honest portrait of Mumbai would be complete without acknowledging its
challenges: the severe monsoons and persistent floods, crowded slums and dazzling
skyscrapers, street vendor struggles and grassroots innovations. This city’s history is,
after all, as much a saga of perseverance as it is of promise. In these pages, you’ll
meet Mumbaikars from all walks of life—artists and entrepreneurs, immigrants and
natives, dreamers and change-makers—each offering a window into the joys and
hardships that define life here.

Taken together, these strands form a living tapestry: rich, varied, sometimes chaotic,
but always compelling. Mumbai is not just a city you see—it is a city you feel, hear,
taste, and remember. This book invites you, dear reader, to experience the streets of
Mumbai in all their intensity, curiosity, complexity, and hope. Let us set out together,
step by step, into the city of dreams.
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CHAPTER ONE: From Koli Islands to Colonial Outpost

Long before the towering skyscrapers and the ceaseless honk of auto-rickshaws,
Mumbai was a scattered collection of seven islands. Imagine a verdant archipelago,
fringed with mangroves and dotted with small fishing hamlets, where the rhythmic
lapping of waves against the shore was the predominant sound. These were the
original 'seven islands of Mumbai': Colaba, Old Woman's Island (also known as Little
Colaba), Bombay Island, Mazagaon, Parel, Worli, and Mahim. They lay off the Konkan
coast, a somewhat unassuming cluster that would one day coalesce into one of the
world's most dynamic megacities.

For millennia, this coastal stretch was home to indigenous communities, primarily the
Kolis and Aagris. The Kolis, a fishing community, are considered the earliest known
settlers of these islands, with their roots potentially tracing back to the Stone Age.
Their lives were intricately woven with the sea, relying on its bounty for sustenance
and livelihood. Even today, their traditional fishing villages, known as koliwadas, can
be found along Mumbai's coastline, serving as tangible reminders of their enduring
cultural identity. The very name "Mumbai" is believed by many historians to be
derived from "Mumbadevi," the patron Hindu goddess of the native Koli community,
with the Marathi word "ai" (meaning mother) added to form "Mumbai."

The islands, though seemingly isolated, were not entirely cut off from the ebb and flow
of ancient history. Archaeological evidence suggests that as early as 1000 BCE, the
region was engaged in maritime commerce with distant lands like Egypt and Persia.
Over succeeding centuries, various indigenous dynasties, including the Satavahanas,
Mauryas, Chalukyas, and Silharas, held sway over the islands, leaving behind a
layered heritage of rock-cut temples, monasteries, and water tanks. Each ruler added
another brushstroke to the emerging portrait of this coastal territory, though it
remained primarily a collection of independent entities rather than a unified urban
center.

A significant turning point arrived in the early 16th century with the appearance of
European powers. Portuguese explorer Francisco de Almeida, sailing into the deep
natural harbor in 1508, reportedly christened it "Bom Baia," or "Good Bay,"
recognizing its strategic importance. This casual naming would later evolve into
"Bombay." The Portuguese officially acquired the islands in 1534 through the Treaty of
Bassein, signed with Sultan Bahadur Shah of Gujarat. For over a century, the
archipelago became a Portuguese colonial possession, albeit one they viewed largely
as a military and commercial outpost rather than a priority for extensive development.

Under Portuguese rule, fortifications like the Bombay Castle and Castella de Aguada
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(Bandra Fort) were constructed, and Jesuit missionaries introduced Catholicism to the
local population, establishing churches that still stand today, such as St. Andrew's and
St. Michael's. Despite these imprints, the Portuguese largely focused on the coastal
areas and failed to fully recognize the immense potential of what they held. Their
primary interest lay in controlling strategic port cities for trade, and they saw no
urgent need to invest heavily in developing the seven islands beyond their immediate
military and commercial objectives.

The fate of the islands took another dramatic turn in 1661. In a marriage treaty that
resonated far beyond the shores of India, Catherine of Braganza, daughter of King John
IV of Portugal, was betrothed to King Charles Il of England. As part of her dowry, the
islands of Bombay were ceded to the English Crown. It was a curious exchange, a
distant archipelago traded across continents as a royal wedding gift. King Charles I,
however, found the new acquisition to be more of a burden than a blessing, facing
constant friction with the Portuguese over port dues.

Thus, in 1668, a mere seven years after acquiring them, King Charles Il decided to
lease the islands to the burgeoning English East India Company for a nominal annual
rent of £10. This seemingly small transaction, signed on March 27, 1668, proved to be
a pivotal moment in the history of Bombay, marking the true beginning of its
transformation into a major global city. The East India Company, a formidable trading
entity, recognized the strategic advantages of Bombay's natural harbor and its
potential as a gateway for maritime trade. They swiftly set up their base at a
Portuguese manor, appointing a governor and initiating the foundational steps for
urban development.

Under the East India Company's pragmatic and profit-driven approach, Bombay began
to shed its sleepy island existence. While Surat was a more established port at the
time, Bombay offered the Company the independence to operate without interference
from local rulers. The second governor appointed by the Company, Gerald Aungier,
played a crucial role in accelerating this growth. He established the first court of law, a
mint, and a printing press, laying down the basic infrastructure of a self-sustained
urban center. He also laid plans for land reclamation and causeways, which would
eventually connect the disparate islands into a single, cohesive landmass.

The vision was clear: to transform this collection of marshy islands into a thriving port
city. This would require monumental engineering efforts, as the sea stubbornly
resisted human ambition. But the seeds were sown, and the stage was set for Bombay
to evolve from a humble cluster of fishing villages into a bustling colonial outpost, a
crucial cog in the vast machinery of the British Empire. The tale of Bombay's
emergence was now firmly in the hands of a powerful trading company, ready to
shape its destiny with determination and, of course, a keen eye on profit.
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