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 T
o dine in a former ice factory, visit 
a prominent auction house or peek 
into Mumbai’s oldest photo studio, 
head to Ballard Estate. Here, the 
past, quite literally, stares you in 
the face, with wide, tree-lined 

streets and elegant Renaissance-inspired 
architecture reminiscent of London’s 
city centre. A walk through this historic 
neighbourhood will transport you to early 
20th-century Bombay, when the work of 
one man, George Wittet, transformed the 
city’s skyline.

When the Scottish architect arrived in 
Bombay in 1904, the city’s romance with 
the Gothic-Revival style was on the wane. 
For much of the previous four decades, 

Bombay had marked its rapid growth 
into Urbs Prima in Indus, the first city of 
India, in monumental Gothic buildings, 
an all-out celebration in stone of vibrant 
form and sculptural decoration. Think of 
the ornate Victoria Terminus (now CST) 
or the University of Mumbai Library and 
Convocation Hall buildings.

As consulting architect to the 
Government of Bombay from 1907, Wittet 
forged a new path, making buildings in his 
preferred European, Neoclassical style. By 
1926, the end of a prolific career shortened 
by an untimely death from dysentery, Wittet 
left Bombay looking more sedate, with the 
quieter, dignified charm of a city that had 
come of age. im
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A ballad (for 
Ballard Estate)
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geore Wittet’s 
iconic grand hotel 

in Ballard estate
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the Indian branch of the multinational 
Pathé Frères, at the time a noted 
manufacturer of cinematographs and 
other motion picture equipment, which 
built its headquarters, Pathe House, in 
the Estate (now Hague building)

Close to the entrance, on Shoorji 
Vallabhdas Marg, stands Wittet’s 
building for the Port Trust, its stone 
façade marked with two sculpted ships 
in subtle reference to the institution’s 
legacy, since 1873: of developing and 
administering the port along the 
city’s eastern seaboard. Next door, the 
imposing New Custom House, with its 
striking portico, stands testimony to 
Bombay’s growing mercantile reach and 
ballooning volume of trade and custom 
clearances in the early 20th century 
that necessitated the construction of an 
additional “new” customs house. Street 
names such as “Cochin” and “Calicut”  
in Ballard Estate recall the maritime  
world of which Bombay was once  
the centre: You can almost picture  
ships laden with spices and textiles  
from those cities, anchored at the city 
docks as they prepared for their long 
journeys westward.

Further down the street, the listed 
Ballard Bunder Gatehouse, now a 
museum of Mumbai’s maritime history, 
was designed by Wittet as the original 
entrance to Ballard Pier, the point of 
arrival for passenger ships – for many, 
the real “‘gateway”’ to the city. Before the 

Forties, the nearby Port Trust Railway 
line from Ballard Pier Mole station 
would ferry troops and passengers to 
larger stations and long-distance trains 
bound for destinations such as Karachi. 
From behind the high stone wall today, 
you can still imagine the sounds of a 
bustling railway platform as tourists, 
travellers and soldiers prepared to set 
off on the journey of a lifetime through 
India 100 years ago.

T
he elegant Grand Hotel, once 
the place to stay and be seen by 
the city’s elite and visitors alike, 
continues to occupy its iconic 

corner plot. Those who didn’t find 
space there could check into the Regent 
Hotel, which once occupied Darabshaw 
House, and now houses the Vogue 
India office. For travel weary sailors, 
the Prince of Wales Seamen’s Club 
has since 1837 provided a comfortable 
home at reasonable rates and without 
discrimination.

Neville House, the headquarters of 
Bombay Dyeing, the flagship company 
of the Wadia Group, takes us back even 
further, past Bombay of the early 1900s 
to its humble beginnings two hundred 
years earlier. In 1736, the British East 
India Company persuaded master 
shipbuilder Lowjee Nusserwanjee 
Wadia (“shipbuilder”) to leave Surat for 
Bombay and build the fledgling port’s 
dry-dock, the first in Asia. Through the 
18th century, the Wadia family would 
establish a shipbuilding business of 
international renown in Bombay, putting 
the port town quite literally “on the map” 
of a world dominated by sea trade and 
travel. (They also built the first British 
Naval ships outside of England; in fact, 
it was on one of these, the HMS Minden, 
that the American national anthem, “The 
Star Spangled Banner”, was composed 
in 1812.)

Ballard Estate’s elegant façades 
are home to so many historic legacies. 
So the next time you’re in the 
neighbourhood, most likely at the iconic 
Parsi café Britannia washing down too 
much berry pulao with a raspberry soda, 
spare a thought for its architect, George 
Wittet, who rests, largely forgotten, in an 
untraceable grave at Sewri. 

Alisha Sadikot works in museum and heritage 
learning. Follow her on instagram @alishasadikot

you can still imagine the sounds 
of a bustling railway platform 

as tourists, travellers and 
soldiers prepared to set off 
on the journey of a lifetime 
through india 100 years ago

Ironically, though, Wittet is best 
remembered for introducing Bombay to 
the more baroque Indo-Saracenic style 
of architecture – which he adopted only 
with some reluctance – for the Prince of 
Wales Museum (now the CSMVS) and 
the landmark Gateway of India. Indo-
Saracenic, which combined indigenous 
Hindu and Muslim architectural elements 
in a new style meant to showcase 
imperial control and mastery over India, 
rivalled Bombay Gothic in its decorative 
exuberance. Wittet used it sparingly and 
only for certain types of buildings – it 
suited the Prince of Wales, a museum 
of India’s art and antiquity, but was 
inappropriate for the Institute of Science, 
built across the road at the very same 
time. (In the architect’s opinion, a college 
of science was not a native construct, for 
as a western import it deserved a western, 
Renaissance-inspired building.)

 

B
ombay as we see it now, is the 
outcome of a rapid commercial 
growth in which European trade  
and influence have been prime 

factors and this is naturally reflected in  
its buildings…” 

–Wittet at a lecture in Bombay.
Ballard Estate was Wittet’s 

masterpiece. Conceived and laid out by 
him for the Bombay Port Trust between 
1908-1914, it was intended to be the 
city’s premier business address. It was 
spread across 22 acres of land reclaimed 
during the construction of Alexandra 
(now Indira) docks, its building styles 
and heights closely followed Wittet’s 
guidelines, creating a unified, harmonious 
assemblage of Edwardian design. 

With bright and airy work spaces, 
Ballard Estate rivalled the closed, 
dark buildings of the older Fort area, 
and soon found favour with some 
of the leading companies of the day: 
including shipping giant British India 
Steam Navigation Co Ltd, established 
by Sir William Mackinnon and Robert 
Mackenzie in 1862. By the turn of the 
19th century the “BI’s” formidable 
fleet was described as “straddling the 
seas East of the Suez, here, there and 
everywhere.” Its rival, the Scindia Steam 
Navigation Company, the first wholly 
Indian shipping company that defied 
British monopoly over the sea trade 
routes, also chose Ballard Estate. As did 

Dimsum at the 
clearing House,  
set in a former  
ice factory.  
the fine dine’s  
name is a nod  
to the area’s  
commercial past
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