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| was there when
|thappened’

Presenting eyewitness accounts of epochal events which
rocked the city and country in the last century
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WHILE people currently rem-
inisce on their experiences of
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and lost’

VICTORIA DOCK EXPLOSION,
April 14,1944

HER 86 years cannot dim de!allﬁ
etched firminSarlaL

Victoria Dock in a devastated condition after the explosion on April 14,1944,
It took three days to control the fire, and seven months to clear five lakh tonnes
of debris. FILE PIC/BOMBAY PORT TRUST

everyone was home. Childrenwere
yetinschooland menatwork. That
leftelders, housewives and young-
erchildrenvulnerableat4 pmwhen
flames broke out. Her father, Ma-
nilal Dhulla, in the business of
leasing nearby godown space,
was away in Khandesh (interior

cash handed over at 2 pm by our
Mehtaji [accountant] was also
stored in the cupboard. Finally,
of course, the vault itself melted.
Baddho rupyo raakh thai gayo [all
the money was reduced to ashes].
‘This was so dangerous, no time to
ga!hervaluableﬂ mymomerurged

ollecti rom

She has visceral of the

grim accident shattering her six-

year-old world within minutes.

9 OnApril 14,1944, the British

freighter, SS Fort Stikine, car-

\ . rying inflammable materials,

cotton bales, raw sulphur, tim-

ber, scrap ironand gold bullion,

exploded with incredible force,

injuringand killing thousands.

Taking three days to control

the fire, 8000 men cleared

. five lakh tonnes of debris for
| seven months.

Speaking from her Chem-
bur home, Lodaya narrates
how that traumatic afternoon

unfolded for her Kutchi family
inaMasjid Bunder building called
Narshi Keshavji No Mado. Not

Purbai, her 27-y ld
mmher. was about to prepare tea,
whensheandlittle Lodaya, playing
in the passage outside the chawl’s
opendoors suddenly heard shouts
of “Aag lagi, aag lagi!"

“Our terrace was engulfed by
smoke spreading from a shower
of burning material from the ship
falling on it. Nei; from the

no chappals

onourfeet, notascrap inour hands.
“Our father, at a railway ticket
window buying the fare back to
Bombay, gotashockwhen the news
reached him. His godown wasn't
spared either. Without financial
support, the heart succumbed to
stress. He died twoyears later, only
32.Till we got alternative living ar-

opposite side screamed, warning
ustorun,”says Lodaya. “Jewellery
for my aunt’s upcoming wedding
lay in the home safe. The day’s

66

Bombay fire brigade personnel
lost their lives that day

[we shunted between
any number of them], well-wishers
like Lilbai helped. The wife of the
owner of Lakhmichand Cooverji
& Co, Talpatriwala, she took us to
herrelative's spare room at Currey
Road, offering temporary refuge.
Our future a question mark, we
felt scattered and lost. I learnt it
is possible to make do with really
few belongings."

was determmed to work
in our rashtra bhasha’

GANDHIJI'S ASSASSINATIDN January 31,1948

hearing news of Gandhiji's

January 31

1948, with over
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EVERYONE'S beloved radio host
Ameen Sayani believed a com-
pere’sdiction should encompass
“seven S qualities™ sahi (correct),
satya (true), saral (simple), spasht
(clear), sabhya (decent), sundar
(beautiful), swabhavik (natural).
Till he turned 16, Hindi was
not a priority. “But on January
31, 1948, that dreadful day of
Gandhiji's assassination, | made
aresolution,” he declared. “News
ofthose fatal gunshots reached us
students in the Common Room of
St Xavier’s College. [ was deter-
mined — as ‘naye Bharat ka naya
naujawan’, [ would work in our
rashtra bhasha. Auditioning for
Hindi broadcasting with the AIR
chiefs proved my diction needed
less English and Gujarati accents.
Toimprove my Hindustani, [went
for radio technology
training. I prayed to
God, Gandhiji,and
my mother for
200-300 letters
from listeners
of the first show
inDecember1952.
1got 9000
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‘| waved back.
| was five.
| was there'

FIRST MOON LANDING,
July 20,1969; the astronauts’
Bombay visit, October 26,1969

REMEMBERING the epic first
moon landing, architect-poet
Mustansir Dalvi’s blog described
anexciting episode — of welcom-
ing the space men who took “one
small step for man, one giantleap
for mankind”, three months after
their stupendous feat.

He writes: “When we were
kids, Apollo meant the Gateway
of India. That changed after
Apollo 11. On July 20, 1969, the
Apollo Mission put man on the

@ (Fromright) Neil Armstrong,
Michael Collins and Edwin “Buzz"
Aldrin driving through Bombay in
October 1969, three months after
their historic moon landing.
PIC/GETTY IMAGES

‘| will forever cherish that
fateful day’s kindest acts’

BOMBAY POLICE RIOTS, August 18,1982

IT WAS a violent Wednesday, 43
years ago. Police riots spilled on the
streets, with more than 20,000 con-
stables fighting for labour issues,
demanding improved work con-
ditions and the right to unionise.
What ensued was rampant arson,
looting and vandalism.

Thena collegian residing in Ban-
drawho has since moved to Perth,
Niloufer Barjorji recalls: “It was a
veryscary,yetextremely special day,
caughtin the crossfire of the police
force rebelling. I was on my way to
StXavier’s, talking alift withmy dad.
Aswe passed through Dharavi, the
mayhem erupted. Cops started ri-
oting and crowds went crazy, with
noauthority figures to stop the wild
scenes. Stuck daylong in our non-air
conditioned carin the heat, I feltill.
Asithappened, [ had my period. No-
ticing me look pale and anxious, a
woman came down from her house,

asking if I needed to rest. Taking us
in, after making teaand snacks, she
persuaded me to nap.

“Evening brought no visible
resolution. Dad worried for our
safety, particularly mine as a
young girl. The occupant of the
car parked beside us thoughtfully
phoned his brother, a short drive
away, requesting him to shelter us
for the night.

“They were the sweetest people.
Sharing their dinner, they insisted
on giving us their bedroom; they
slept on floor mattresses. Dad de-
cidedtoleave at4 the nextmorning.
The lady of the house woke earlier
to serve tea and coaxed us
to have breakfast, but we hur-
ried to leave. I will forever cher-
ish that fateful day’s kindest
acts, the depth of concern
shown by so many. None of them
known to us.”

moon. We knew their names,
vivid and evocative — Neil
Armstrong, Michael Collins, Edwin
Aldrin. Images of spacesuit-shod,
glass visor-wearing astronauts
were in newspapers, on walls of
restaurants, on Volga ice cream
wrappers, on covers of firecracker
boxes during Diwali.

“On October 26, at five years
old, I found myself at Craw-
ford Market, under Lockwood
Kipling's marble murals, where
DN Road swings to Carnac
Bunder. My uncle Musta-ali,
whose finger I held on to,
hoisted me up on the railing
at the first roar from the mob.
Flanking  motorcyclists  in
white uniforms formed the
avant-garde. The cavalcade ar-
rived soon, dark cars. In one
of them three red faces in
suits, their arms out, waving.
Armstrong, Collins, Aldrin.
As they swept past, I looked at
them, they looked at me,
and I waved back and waved
and waved...

“The astronauts came to Bom-
bay for their tryst with me. [ was
five. [ was there”

Optometrist Hemant Samani with his family radio. FILE PIC

‘ Ameh radio paachhal paagal chhaiyye
(we're mad about radio). My parents
never missed KL Saigal songs. | followed
AFS Talyarkhan and Vijay Merchant’s

sports commentaries

‘Nowhere have

| felt safe as

| did that flood day
in Bombay’

HEAVY STATE-WIDE FLOODING, July 26,2005

HOW does a city tragedy still pull
you to stay on? Walking around
the Cooperage ona heritage trail, [
once got chatting withaphotogra-
pherwho confessed to being smit-
tenbyaBombay she saw“atworst,
yetbest” When it drowned under
the fatal floods of July 26, 2005.

“I've lived in Delhi and all over
the country,” she said. “Nowhere
have I felt safe as I did that day,
eventrappedin neck-highswirling
water.Whatalotof ways ordinary
people made sure I didn't collapse
with fear or hunger.” She decided
right off, to shift here. The city’s
inherentacceptance and generos-
ity moved her completely. As she
puts it, “I didn't rhoose Bombay;
Bombny chose me.”

one-sided
accounts’

INDO-PAK WAR, December 1965

IN AN age rife with multiple me-
dia channels, radio remains the
constant companion of many.
Interviewing optometrist He-
mant Samani and florist Kan-
tibhai Sukhadia, in adjoining
Kalbadevi shops, I discovered
their charming everyday routine
— swapping views on favour-
ite shows. “Ameh radio paach-
hal paagal chhaiyye (we're mad
about radio),” says Samani. “My
parents never missed KL Saigal
songs. I followed AFS Talyarkhan
and Vijay Merchant’s sports com-
mentaries. During the 1965 In-
do-Pak war, my father switched
to BBC for news of Lahore and
Rawalpmdn telling us, ‘No hear-
ing one-sided accounts””

More polarised than pacifist, we
could dowithsuch objectivity today.

Dibakar Das Roy says Dilli Dark combmesa cartoony, satirical world with a spiritual, magic real space

True colours

A comedy hitting theatres this week about a Nigerian
man’s experiences in Delhi, probes Indian society’s
deep-rooted colourism while shining a light on India

and Africa’s shared histories

SUCHETA CHAKRABORTY

‘THEimage of the outsider is best por-
trayed by the figure of an Africanman
inDelhi," filmmaker Dibakar Das Roy
tells us, as his debut feature Dilli Dark,
aboutaNigerian man's experiences in
the capital, gears for theatrical release
on May 30.

For thedirector, entre

also Das Roy’s own personal strug-
gles with fitting inwhen he was first
sent to boarding school in the north
after his early years in Kolkata. “The
average guy there wasn't as dark as
me,” recalls the filmmaker who says
that those experiences made him
approach Dilli Dark’s story from “a
subliminal angle”. The bullying took
the form of jokes which Das Roy dis-
covered was reflective of society at
large. “Alot of my closest friends did
call me the N word which became a

his satire about colourism and racial
discriminationin Indian societyonan
African protagonist was as political
as it was personal. There were the
news reports of vicious attacks on the
African community, but there were

ter " hesays, sharing
that during Q&As after screenings of
his filmat festivals, “the African audi-
ence would be surprised when I told
them that I've probably been called

Continued on page 13

Continued from page 12

the Nword alot more than they have.
Itmight not have the same historical
context, but there’s acertainamount
of hate that is packaged init”

Touring with the filmatAmerican
festivals like the African Film Festi-
valinNew Yorkand the Seattle Black
Film Festival brought the filmmaker
closer to a sense of solidarity and a
shared experience of race between
the South Asian and Black commu-
nities. Acclaimed Black filmmaker,
actor and comedian Jordan Peele’s
association with the Dev Patel-di-
rected Monkey Man, Das Roy says,
is indicative of this.

Forhis own film, Das Roy, however,
knew thathe wanted to approach the

subject through the lens of comedy, a
decision that stemmed both froman
acceptance of the way Indian society
operates and alsoarefusal toalienate
people, leaning rather into the genre’s
ability to gently provoke. “I couldn't
for the life of me make this into a seri-
ous filmbecause I know these things
are not going to change. It's more of a
defence mechanism, away of asking
people to just look at things the way
they are and hoping that something
clicks,"” says the director.

Dilli Dark, which shines a light on
aspects of shared lndo Afrlcan his-

of Delhi itself, which he feels holds
“deep meaning” beneath its energy
and bluster. While the film's histor-
ical sections were shot in Mehrauli,
depicting the area as it could have
looked afew hundred years ago, much
of Dilli Dark, unlike most Bollywood
films showing stately Lutyens or
central Delhi, is shot in Pandavnagar
“which has small stuck

together, trash left out on the
road and badly designed
hoardings. The sound de-
signisdone inawaywhere
there is constant drilling,
construction work and
yelling. It’s not pretty.”
Das Roy, who has a back-
ground inadvertising, believes
thatthe cl thetic so rife

‘ Alot of the comedy in the
filmis crude. It's about the

tory[QueenR:
lover was African], melds “a car-
toony, satirical world with a slightly
spiritual, magic real space;’ opines the
director, the tonal variety reminiscent

crud of society, and
it's about laughing at that
and ourselves
Dibakar Das Roy

in mainstream filmmaking has come
fromadvertising. “For a film like ours,
whichis basicallylooking at the idea
ofbeauty, itwould be adisservice to
make something that was artificial
and made up. So a lot of the come-
dy in the film is crude. It's about the
crudeness of society, and it’s about
laughing at that cmdeness and also
laughing at |

Has the average Indian's
perceptions about race
changed at all in recent
years with successful
international films [Sin-
ners, The Black Panther
franchise]  celebrating
African culture? Das Roy
feels the IPL has been more
influential. “Cricket has come
a long way from the time when we
only saw West Indies touring India
to now when Black players like Chris
Gayle are very loved. They're part of
teams we root for, they play for us.
They'reinourads, theyare partof our
content, they crack the same jokes as
our players. That has helped alot”
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