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a history with Mumbai. My paternal grandmother, who was Iranian, lived a part of her
childhood in the city. My paternal grandfather, who was Pakistani, did too.
On my last trip, in November, as we drove
from the airport my taxi driver played
Bollywood music at an eardrum-splitting
volume. He had a swirly moustache and drove
most of the way to the hotel with his face
turned towards me, his back to the fierce
traffic on the road. As we sped past the apartment buildings that rose 40 storeys high
into the sky, he shouted: ‘That’s Shah Rukh
Khan’s house,’ and then, pointing at some
bungalow hidden behind an
enormous billboard advertising Cadbury chocolate or
Pampers: ‘And Salman Khan
lives there.’ I couldn’t be sure if the country’s biggest
movie stars actually lived off the airport highway,
but I smiled and asked the cabbie why they all chose
to live in Bombay. ‘Who doesn’t want to live in
Bombay?’ he shouted, stabbing himself in the chest
with his finger. ‘Even me – I’m not a star, but I’d never
go anywhere else.’ But why, I pressed, why do you
and the Bollywood glitterati
choose this city in a country of
so many? ‘Bas [stop],’ he said,
competing with his stereo; ‘It’s
like this only. When you stay
here a while, you’ll understand. Everyone falls in love
with Bombay eventually.’

We felt an intimacy
with this city that had
welcomed us so
easily, so warmly
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M

umbai – or Bombay
for those who have an
affinity for its old name
– began as a colony for fishermen.
The Portuguese who landed up
to claim this city on the coast
of the Arabian Sea called it
Bombaim, or ‘good little bay’.
It doesn’t really matter now
The novelist FATIMA BHUTTO
that its name has been changed;
finds the soul of Mumbai in its
Mumbai, Bombay. It doesn’t
matter that its size has exploded,
wonderfully diverse population
turning it from a modest fishing
port to one of the world’s largest
cities. Like all port cities, Bombay
is a home to traders, migrants, innovators and artists,
the too wealthy and the very, very poor. No matter
who rules it and who thinks they do, this city by the sea
will always be a beautiful bay.
I first came 11 years ago. I spent New Year in the city
with a friend from my hometown, Karachi, which was,
before Partition in 1947, Bombay’s twin city. Sabeen
and I came from Pakistan expecting to find something
different, something alien. But the sandy beaches,
the salt in the lemonade, the mile-long bazaars and fleamarkets, the Victorian gothic architecture, everything,
all of Bombay, reminded us of home.
Bombay is a frenetic city, always restless. Like all resilient
cities, it is made of its people. Everyone struggles, pushes, survives.
It has a dreamy energy that makes it seem that anything is possible
here, even when it isn’t.
On my first trip, everyone welcomed us as though we were not
strangers. We bought kolhapuri sandals in Colaba; the shopkeepers
gave us tea and told us their family’s stories of Partition when they
found out we were Pakistani. We ate soft-shell crab at restaurants
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lined up along Marine Drive, the smell of
salt in the warm winter air. We walked
around fruit stalls near the haunting Victoria Terminus station. By
the time we left, we felt an intimacy with this city that had welcomed
us so easily, so warmly. I have been entranced by Bombay ever since.
I came back over the years – to attend literary festivals (every
city on Earth is required to have one now, but Bombay’s is, like
the city, sprawling and chaotic), on book tours, and just to see friends.
Things changed, but not much. You have Starbucks now, but you’d
never choose to go there over having a nimbu pani at Leopold Cafe
or masala chai just about anywhere. There are big glass shopping
malls, but they’re no match for anything you can buy off the street
(especially chikan embroidered fabrics).
But I always come back because Mumbai is a city that, no matter
what politicians may try to do, has its arms open wide. It’s not
an easy place; nowhere in South Asia is. But Muslims, Hindus,
Jews, Parsis – everyone, every religion and every ethnic group, has

