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Watson's Esplanade Hotel

-Rajan Jayakar

After the demolition of the Fort
of Bombay between 1863 and
1864,, the land, which became
available due to removal of the fort
walls and fitting up the water
moat around it by the debri of the
wall, was utilized for construction
of public buildings, such as Post
& Telegraph Office, Public Works
Department, Educational
institution, University, Libraries,
Court etc. In 1864, Mr. John
Watson, who was dealer in silk
cloth, purchased a plot of land
next to where Army & Navy
building stands, at the
Government auction at Rs.110
per sg. yard. Mr. Watson himself
was an Architect and also a
Hotelier. He decided to construct
a Hotel building not in the
Victorian Gothic style stone
building, which was then
prevalent in Bombay, but instead
he preferred to construct a
building with columns, beams
and girders of iron, which were
imported from England and the
entire building was assembled
with nuts and bolts. It was
designed by British Engineer
Rowland Mason Ordish. This kind

WalSrn r Vote

of construction technology was
not known in the Eastern world.
He started Esplanade Hotel in
that building sometime in 1871. It
had 130 rooms on the upper
floors and 20 suites, finished in
teak and Mahogany wood.
There was a large Bar, six Billiard
Tables and five dining rooms. At

that time this hotel was
considered to be the best in
Bombay and was mostly

frequented by European visitors
to Bombay. With the growing
popularity of the Hotel, Mr.
Watson even took over in 1896,
the building known as Sirdar
Mansion behind Royal Bombay
Yacht Club (presently Dhanraj
Mahal is standing there) and was
called Esplanade Hotel Annex.
In January 1896 American author
Mark Twain resided in the Hotel.
The first cinematograph film was
produced by Lumiere Brothers in
1896 and was shown to the
audience in Paris. This new
invention of motion pictures
became so popular that within six
months of its first show in Paris,
the Lumiere Bros. film was
exhibited in the Central Atrium of
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Esplanade Hotel on 71" July 1896
featuring "arrival of Train" and
"Leaving the Factory". The Hotel
was so exclusive that it was open
only to Europeans and it is said
that Jamshedji Tata, the great
Parsi industrialist of the late 19
century, and his guests were
denied access into the hotel
because they were not
Europeans. Tata was so
disturbed that he vowed that he
will construct a much better and
bigger Hotel in Bombay, which
would be open to all immaterial of
caste, creed or nationality. He
therefore leased a plot at Apollo
Bunder and constructed Taj
Mahal Palace Hotel in 1903. By
1909, in Bombay, there were
already 15 Hotels, 43
Refreshment rooms, 1839 Eating
Houses, 494 Tea and Coffee
shops, 73 Cold drink shops, 114
Boarding & Lodging Houses and
36 Boarding Houses. Sometime
in 1920’s, Esplanade Hotel was
sold again by auction and the
business of hotel was
discontinued. The successive
owners neglected the beautiful
Iron building and in their anxiety
to make money, let out almost
the entire building to tenants,
who after coming into operation of
rent control legislation in India,
could not be removed.
Subsequently the rent was frozen
as of 1st September 1940, with
the result, it became almost
impossible for the owners of the
building to maintain the same
and over a period of time it has
become dilapidated. At the
moment there are about 50
residential and more than 100
commercial occupants including
Advocates’ Chambers. Many
occupants are illegal and some
occupants even constructed
rooms in the balcony by removing
the Burma teak planks and
putting concrete slabs, which
resulted in some portion of
balconies falling down. Now the
BMC and MHADA have sent
notices asking the occupants to
vacate the building. Those
notices were challenged in
Bombay High Court and High
Court directed everybody to
vacate the building and now the
building is vacant and sealed.

| have been appointed as a
Convenor of Greater Mumbai
Chapter of Indian National Trust
for Art and Cultural Heritage
(INTACH) since 1% January 2018.
INTACH is a NGO registered in
Delhi and has more than 200
Chapters all over India, which
provides expertise for
conservation of Architectural,
natural, and cultural heritage of
India. As Convenor of Greater
Mumbai Chapter, | can offer to
conserve heritage property within
the Municipal limits of Mumbai.
Greater Mumbai Chapter recently
restored the Flora Fountain after
3 years of hard work, to its
pristine condition, as it was in
1867 when it was constructed. |,
as Convenor, alongwith all-India
Vice Chairperson Dr. Sarayu

Doshi filed Public Interest
Litigation (PIL) in Bombay High
Court on 21st June 2019, to
prevent the demolition of
Esplanade Mansion and obtained
opinion of world famous Structural
Engineer Mr. Shirish Patel, who
constructed the first fly-over in
India namely Kemp’s Corner fly-
over. He opined that the
Esplanade Mansion should not
be demolished and should be
restored. This building is part of
UNESCO’s World Heritage
Ensemble of Victorian Gothic
Fort area and Art Deco sites opp.
Eros Cinema (one of the building
in which | reside) and Marine
Drive. There is no such habitable
building made of iron anywhere in
the world. Since the application
for being declared as World
Heritage site for the entire area
was done by the State
Government, it is the bounden
duty of State Government to
restore it and maintain it. The
building is presently owned by
private individual and hence we
have urged in our Petition that the
same should be acquired by the
State Government under Land
Acquisition Act and pay
compensation to the landlord,
tenants and occupants, so that
the State Government will have
control over its restoration and
subsequent maintenance.
Thereafter restoration can start by
first removing all the illegal
constructions and replacing non-
repairable parts by substituting
them with identical material. The
process is difficult, tedious and
expensive, but not impossible
and State Government, which
otherwise is hell bent on wasteful
expenditure such as erection of
World’s tallest statue in the sea
and another tall statue on Mill
land, has to do it, to show that it
is concerned about the heritage of
the city and that it has the
capacity to save and restore any
heritage structure in whatever
condition. INTACH is there to
provide expertise. So
Mumbaikar's do not lose hope.
We will do it.
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