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Shivaji Park was being its own happy 
self when the heritage bomb burst in 
its midst. Our local hero, ever alert on 
our behalf, put up hoardings asking 
us rhetorically how we would feel if 
we were prohibited from hammering 
nails in our walls for our clotheslines, 
or from changing our tiles when the 
old ones wore out. This would happen, 
he implied, if the Mumbai Heritage 
Committee had its way and our homes 
became heritage structures. 

Anyway he asked, what was 
architecturally so great about the 
buildings around Shivaji Park, 
with the exception of the Mayor’s 
bungalow, that made them  
worth preserving?
 
Two days later, our hero’s hoardings 
disappeared. They were replaced by 
banners carrying the snarl of Mumbai’s 
one and only tiger, declaring his 
opposition to Shivaji Park buildings being 
awarded heritage status. Meanwhile, 
what have the supporters of the heritage 
proposal been saying? Nothing. 

It doesn’t take an overabundance 
of grey cells to figure out why both 
branches of the tiger family have turned 
the public discourse regarding heritage 
status for Shivaji Park as a precinct 
into one focusing exclusively on the 
buildings. Old buildings spell money. 
Lots of it. 

Their redevelopment is a win-win 
situation all round. Landlords who’ve 
gained nothing from their property 

because of the Rent Act, get a tidy sum. 
Tenants who have inalienable rights 
over their homes by the same law, also 
receive cash or flats. Builders make a 
killing by selling the remaining flats to 
today’s new rich who get homes in the 
suddenly upmarket central Mumbai.
 
So who suffers in the bargain? Heritage. 
Heritage is something we inherit, 
something that defines us, something 
that links us to our past. Human life is 
short; but linked to the past, it acquires 
greater meaning.
 
When we preserve our heritage, we 
become part of a larger organism than 
ourselves, the city, which has grown for 
centuries before we arrived and will 
continue to grow for centuries after we 
have departed. Shivaji Park, like other 
old neighbourhoods in Mumbai, has a 
distinctive character. 

The houses around it were built around 
the same time, 70 or 80 years ago. 
None is higher than three storeys. Each 
one is built to last. Many have graceful 
balconies and modest decorative detail 
on their facades. 

Buildings located on corners curve in 
deference to the bend in the road. In 
this community of homes stand some 
that bear witness to the inclusiveness of 
the neighbourhood. Sarah Lodge which 
faces the east side of the park has the 
Star of David on its front, declaring its 
Jewish ownership. 
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Collectively, the buildings speak of 
harmony in human relations, rather 
than rampaging, money-backed 
individualism. Builders look greedily 
at their interiors, calculating gains per 
square centimetre from all that space 
converted into 60 per cent black,  
40 per cent white. 

Putting aside such valid market interests 
for the moment, let us grant that it 
would be quite wonderful for the city of 
the future to have a precinct like Shivaji 
Park in its midst. But if today’s residents, 
who don’t necessarily have the ability to 
see beyond their noses, are to be won 
over from the seductive clink of money 
to the side of heritage, they must be 
given authoritative information about 
conservation rules governing nails  
and tiles. 

Will people really have to go through 
a maze of red tape to put a nail in a 
wall? If so, why? If not, who will come 
out here and tell the residents so? And 
what about maintenance? The Rent Act 
makes it impossible for landlords to 
undertake repairs to their properties; 
and, except in rare cases, tenants 
will not accept the responsibility for  
doing so. 

How then are residents to be assured that 
they will not be buried under collapsing 
walls for the sake of heritage? Which 
agency is responsible for repairing, 
restoring, rejigging heritage structures? 
Does it have a recognisable face? Will 
it answer phone calls or email messages 

and take prompt action on complaints?
Or will heritage mean something on 
paper and nothing on the ground? 
Residents need to have answers to 
all these questions from those who 
have them. Otherwise the field will 
remain wide open to vested interests  
and misinformation. 

Clearly, residents need to be in a 
position to make an informed rather 
than a misinformed decision about 
whether to support or reject the heritage 
committee’s proposal regarding their 
homes. If such reassurance is not 
forthcoming, the tug-of-war between 
heritage interests and market interests 
will continue, stalling all movement 
either way.
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