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Regardless of the sea, creeks, streams and a forest core, Mumbai evokes 
the metaphor of a ‘concrete jungle’. To appreciate the city’s natural land-
scape and ecological structure it is essential to look for clues in between 

its frenetic development. Transects across the city reveal a range of urban 
patterns and form. They also identify rocky foreshores, sandy beaches, tidal 
flats, marshlands, creeks and plains from the south to the north. A similar 
sequence is seen from the Thane creek on the east to the Arabian Sea along 
the west. The forested hills of Borivali National Park cohesively bind these, 
creating an intrinsic landscape pattern.

Intrinsic landscape

Mumbai’s evolution from a natural archipelago to its present amalgamated 
land form is well known and forms a typical narrative that began with the 
reclamation of seven islands. Peeking into prehistory takes us into a land-
scape that formed roughly 65 million years ago, coeval with the disappear-
ance of dinosaurs. This landscape witnessed the Indian subcontinent’s mi-
gration towards the Asian plate until 35 million years before present. Thus, 
a long period of sea level changes, volcanic flows and geochemistry became 
causal factors in the genesis of a terrain that would be seen by mapmakers 
from the sixteenth century onwards.

The relative orientation of hills in the ‘Bombay islands’ and Salsette, Ele-
phanta and Trombay suggest an apparent parallelism. Broadly speaking, the 
eastern faces of Mumbai’s hills exhibit a homogeneous and compact struc-
ture, while the western sides are more weathered and heterogeneous. This 
influenced the siting of rock-cut caves at Salsette island (first century BCE 
to ninth century CE), and the occurrence of the famed ‘Kurla’ and ‘Malad 
stone’ cladding seen on colonial buildings (mid-eighteenth-nineteenth cen-
tury CE).The differential cooling of the lava flows created some remarkable 
features such as Gilbert Hill, Andheri, with its perfect polygonal columnar 
jointing, nearly 50 m high, while contact with sea water gave rise to ‘pillow’ 
shaped rock formations, as seen at Malabar Hill and Haji Ali.1 Many hillocks 
in the city retain only a vestigial elevation due to quarrying (e.g. Jari Mari, 
Hanuman Tekdi, Cumballa Hill etc.). The aforementioned Gilbert Hill—a 
National Geological Monument—originally covered a greater area; what re-
mains is sandwiched by high-rise buildings. 

CITY  LANDSCAPE
A RUMINATION

|

Laterite caps seen on some hills within the Borivali National Park and around the 
Metropolitan Region allude to bygone wetter and greener pasts. Pale onto logical 
finds across the city (e.g. Amboli, Worli, Bandra)1 and a submerged acacia forest 
encountered below Prince’s Dock during construction2 lend credence to the city’s 
tryst with fluctuating sea levels in geological and human timescales. Following a 
long period of flux, the hills eventually supported a Subtropical Moist Deciduous 
Forest forming a botanical continuum with the Western Ghats.

The structure of the hills directed the course of principal streams towards a north-
south flow (e.g. Dahisar, Mahim creeks). On the east, land gradients were general-
ly shorter with perpendicular surface drainage patterns due to compact bedrock. 
The western side, by contrast, was incised by longer, meandering riparian streams. 
Creeks, mangroves and mudflats dominated the fringe along the inter tidal zone. 
These formed nature’s storm-surge barrier against rising sea levels and cyclones, 
apart from being a final line-of-control towards coastal pollution. 

The ‘Bombay islands’ are nestled in a narrow parcel of low-lying tracts separated 
by inlets of a broad shallow creek. By contrast, on Salsette, Trombay and Elephan-
ta, the hills being centrally disposed,are fringed by coastal alluvial plains that 
transitioned into an inter-tidal mudflat or a rocky foreshore. The present-day Pra-
bhadevi-Mahim area was once a crescent-shaped a flat plain, possibly an emergent 
sand bar with fringing mangroves and scattered with coconut groves.3 Its former 
name—Barad Bet—suggests that it was possibly occupied by some Jewish settlers. 

Another kind of transition between land and coast comprised temporarily sub-
merged low-lying plains around localized hillocks. This microcosm of a broader 
landscape pattern of uplands and lowlands hosted a semi-evergreen woodland with 
secondary predators, rodents, butterflies and birds. (e.g. Talzan, near Charkop).

The west coast originally comprised a sequence of rocky foreshores and natural 
beaches (e.g. Malabar Hill, Worli, Erangal, Dadar, Mahim, Bandra, Juhu, Versova, 
Madh, Manori, Erangal, Gorai and Uttan). Especially around Salsette, these al-
ternated with mangroves and mudflats, balancing nutrient flows and wave action. 
In contrast, the eastern edge was relatively homogeneous with mudflats and man-
groves, due to the estuarine action of Thane creek. 
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Navigating this littoral landscape required a careful reading of tidal flows, as 
the ebb and rise would regularly alter the land’s edge. The naturally growing 
clusters of Palmyra palm (Borassusflabellifer), hence became the markers of 
‘terra firma’ and gradient for navigating ships. Tidal refuge and deep draft 
offered by the Arabian Sea along the southeast of the Bombay islands grad-
ually influenced the development of a busy harbour, and the genesis of a 
city of commerce.Hand-drawn maps (e.g. 1626,1678, 1724,1764, 1781) con-
jectured the coastline and hinterland until the end of the eighteenth century. 
By the turn of the nineteenth century, maps provided a wealth of information 
about the landscape mosaic and its shape. They show the west coast fringed 
with large and small islets—present-day areas of Bandra, Juhu, Versova, 
Marve, Darave and Rai Murdhe. These islets were apparently accessible by 
foot at low tide.3 

Amidst shifting estuarine courses, Portuguese and British dominions built 
forts on vantage high points and mounds of stable ground. The western sea-
side was strategically punctuated by Bassein, Madh, Bandra, Mahim, Worli, 
while Bombay Castle, Mazgaon, Dongri, Sewri Sion and Thane looked out to 
the eastern waterfront.

Consequential landscape

Mariam Dossal4 points to the significance of Cadastral survey documents 
(1811-27, 1865-72 and 1915-18) for British colonial administrators. These 
and other maps likely triggered the possibilities of engineering the land to 
accommodate a swelling populace and commerce. The scale and complexity 
of various reclamation works substantiate this.

Railway services between Bombay-Thana and Bombay-Baroda (1853, 1864 
respectively) opened up immediate and distant hinterlands for exploration 
and exploitation. Aided by this, several families moved out of Bombay town 
towards parts of Salsette like Dahisar, Borivali, Kandivali, Maladetc, after a 
bubonic plague outbreak (1896). Around this time, 1,600 acres of forest land 
at Salsette were cleared for grasslands to nurture livestock, an antecedent for 
the Aarey Milk Colony (1949).East-west linkages trespassing into the forest 
fringe remained relatively underdeveloped till the mid-twentieth century. 

These forests were once a source of water supply for the Industrial Age city. 
Reservoirs at Vihar (1858), Tulsi (1879) and Powai (1890) built as Public 
Works, coincided with an era of droughts throughout the Deccan and the 
bankrupting of the First Backbay reclamations (1865-70) due to the Great 
Depression in the USA. As the first instances of borrowing potable water 
beyond the (then) city’s physical footprint, these lakes barely make up for 3 
percent of today’s needs; the remainder is diverted from various parts of the 

Metropolitan Region.5 Blossoms of Karvi (Stobilanthes sp.)—a phenomenon 
of the Western Ghats—were seen every twelve years on slopes of the Nation-
al park hills. This is now severely affected due to local climate and pollution. 
Though stripped of its gradational continuum, the National Park somehow 
continues to attract leopards like Ajoba.6 

The first Development Plan (1964) aimed to structure the suburbs by merely 
accreting existing land uses. Though it recommended expanding the bound-
aries of the National Park, it missed seeing the rest of the landscape as being 
intrinsic to development density and land use variety. The ‘draft’ document 
with its ad hoc allocations connived in altering the physical and ecological 
structure of the (then) pristine suburbs. 

The planning concept of a Bombay Metropolitan Region (1969-70) evolved 
from precedent recommendations for opening up the hinterlands to decon-
gest the city. One offshoot—New Bombay—saw landscape determinants giv-
ing shape to city form at a macro level, with an eye on conservation of hills, 
creating detention ponds and protecting mangroves. Yet, urban form result-
ing from a ‘deep structure’ of landscape remained elusive. 

From 1980 to1990 focus shifted to the area around Mahim Creek, the former 
border between Salsette and Bombay islands. By now its odour was an indi-
cator of the proximity to Bandra station. The 2,260-acre land reclamation 
for the Bandra Kurla Complex was carried out by dredging and channeliz-
ing the Mahim Creek. It was further squeezed to extend the international 
airport runway, resulting in a snake-like form, when seen in satellite images. 
The snake bared its fangs in the 2005 floods, claiming life, livestock and life-
style. This period saw residential developments creeping into the National 
Park buffer area, causing recurrent man-animal conflicts.

As the city grew, its garbage generated ad hoc landfills over mangrove and 
estuarine areas. Decades of accretion have created garbage hillocks that 
mock and dwarf buildings in their vicinity. Ground and aerial contamination 
around these sites mimic post-apocalyptic visuals in cinema and fiction, even 
as partial or full scientific closures grapple with larger issues of sustainable 
waste management and waste reduction at source.

Such and other continuous interventions into a natural structure, created the 
consequential landscape of Mumbai. Now, it bears scant, yet palpable, reso-
nance to an underlying landscape tissue that makes its presence felt through 
Corridors, Patches and Residues, an unintended pun on CPR. As a residue 
of a past, names of many places in Mumbai trace their origins to a landscape 
setting, feature or agro-pastoral affiliation. 

Historic gardens and open spaces 

1862- Victoria gardens 
(Jijamataudyan Botanical garden 
and zoo)

1872- Elphistone circle (Horniman 
circle)

1881- Pherozeshah Mehta garden 
(Hanging garden)

1883- Racecourse

1884- John Hay Grant garden 
(Joseph Batista garden)

1900-1920- Five gardens, Dadar, 
Kings Circle (MaheshwariUdyan)

1920- Shivaji Park

1922- Prince of Wales Museum

1942- Krishnagiri National Park

1983-1992- Mahim Nature park

1990s- Colaba woods

2000- Sagarupvan –Colaba

2002- Carter road promenade
Pirojsha Godrej Mangrove Park

Lokhandwala Mangrove 
conservation group

Hiranandani complex parks

Sant Dnyaneshwar Udyan

Terms like Tekdi (Mar. Hill) and 
Dongri (Mar. hillock), in place 
names allude to settlements and 
a dominant topographic feature 
(E.g. Dongri). Others like Koliwada, 
Kumbharwada indicate communities 
and/or occupations

Other names originate from 
occurrence of vegetation in 
patches or in singular as a 
landscape feature

Madh (Mar. Maad-Coconut palm, 
Cocos nucifera) 

Borivali (Mar. Ber-Zizyphus sp.) 

Chikuwadi (Mar. Chikoo-Manilkara 
sapota)

Jambli galli- (Mar- Jambhul-
Syzygium cumini-black jamun; 
Eugenia jambolana-regular jamun)

Chinch Bunder/ Chinchpokli (mar.
Chinch. Tamarind, Tamarindus 
indica)

Wadala/ Worli (Mar. Vad, Banyan. 
Ficus benghalensis)

Babulnath (Mar. Bhabool. Acacia 
nilotica var. indica)

Tardeo (Mar. Taad. Palmyra palm. 
Borassusflabellifer)

Mankhurd (Ara. Khurd: small, 
indicator of settlement size; 
AdilShahi era nomenclature)
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Requiem / Recovery

As a mega-city, Mumbai’s Intrinsic and Consequential landscape, raises ques-
tions and dilemmas about the re-discovery of landscape and its ‘recovery’.
 
Evidence of pre-historic industry and settlements around the Salsette island 
(e.g. Kandivali, Manori) continue to advance our understanding of man’s ad-
vent on these islands.7 Native communities like the Koli, Agri, Kunbi, Warli to 
name a few are regarded as an aboriginal populace. They subsisted on forest 
produce, managed inundated lands for fishing, agriculture and as salt pans.3, 

2, 8 In the aboriginal landscape, the diversion, collection and storage of rain-
water was pervasive before it ran into saline waters. The rock-cut cave com-
plexes on Salsette, harnessed copious runoff to be water sufficient. Ancient 
episodic narratives and folklore embed shrines as the Walkeshwar temple 
(tenth century CE) and the Banganga precinct3 to water sources and rock 
formations. The prominent dargahs—Haji Ali and Makhdoom Ali Mahimi—
were sited at freshwater sources near saline foreshores.
 
Till the end of the twentieth century, holding ponds (talav) could be dis-
cerned in various settlements around the city. Built as philanthropic gestures 
and community efforts, they are either shrunken or just a mnemonic (e.g. 
Gowalia Tank). These examples collectively allude to ‘a time when collec-
tion was more important than drainage’.8 Today, Mumbai is a parched city, 
and water is the most pervasive element as are monsoon floods. As a coastal 
city, Mumbai also faces the risk of significant submergence due to global 
sea-level rise. The record rains of 1974 and 2005 appeared as reminders of 
the island-like ecological structure of the city. Taken in context, it is as if the 
‘island’ character wants to endure, despite our dogged attempts at erasing it. 

The Portuguese physician and naturalist Garcia d'Orta—for a time the owner 
of Bombay (c.1554CE)— created a garden near Bombay Castle. His treatise 
on the islands mentions some Bombay flora—areca, coconut, jamun, jambli—
as plants common to the island.2 The Gazetteer Of Bombay City and Island 
(1909) describes agrarian patches of orchards and fields watered by wells. By 
the late twentieth century, the expansion of the city eventually erased agri-
cultural patches within its boundary, including patches along railway tracks.

The demarcation of a wide open space—the Esplanade—introduced a cordon 
sanitaire between the Fort ramparts and the native town in the early nine-
teenth century. This device of physical segregation provided a clear line of 
fire, allowed breeze circulation and facilitated introduced sports like cricket 
and football. The creation of four public gardens and a racecourse in the mid-
to-late nineteenth century ushered Victorian attitudes of the Gardenesque 
into the island. Today, the Esplanade is a series of public grounds (Cooper-
age, Oval, Cross and Azad maidans), while the racecourse valiantly fights the 
real estate eyeing it. 

Around 1900, some ideas of the Garden City movement were partially graft-
ed onto the Town Planning scheme between Dadar TT and Sion. This cre-
ated the verdant Parsi Colony and Five Gardens neighbourhood as its key 
image. The Shivaji Park neighbourhood, was centred around a large maidan, 
that served as a community ground, cricketing venue and an arena for po-
litical rallies. In time, it became one of Mumbai’s liveliest and least adopted 
models of public space. 

The Second Backbay Reclamation scheme and the Bombay Improvement 
Trust scheme (1930s) attempted to conceive green areas as a complement 
to urban form. Open grounds along Charni Road railway station and the 
new Princes’ Street streetscape (like its Edinburgh counterpart) allowed sea 
breeze circulation into the native settlements beyond. The Bombay National 
Park Act (1942) enabled the creation of a forest haven (originally 20.26 
sqkm, eventually 144 sqkm.). It took nearly fifty years after the last Victorian 
age public garden for open spaces to gain prominence and visibility. This 
would also prove to be the last effort by the authorities in reserving and 
conceiving an idea of open space at the level of a city. 

The Coastal Regulation Zone rules (1990), sought to protect the landscape 
by legislation but could not stop the channelizing of riparian streams—now 
classified as nallahs—throughout the city. Their transformation into a back-
yard drain cost the city its associated green cover, habitats and ability to ab-
sorb storm surges. At their outfalls, foreshores and mangrove belts, already 
threatened by encroachment, choke with plastic and garbage. The steady re-
gression and erosion of linear sandy beaches as a consequence of reclamation 
continues till date. It is believed that the Bandra-Worli Sea Link contributes 
to the erosion of beaches parallel to it. 

Modern architecture in the city dallied briefly with the garden as an extend-
ed living space bringing forth some compelling and experimental concepts 
(e.g. the works of IM Kadri and Charles Correa). By the late 1980s, the price 
of land would overrun such concepts, while developers dreamt up balcony 
planters as fungible built-up area. The proliferation of podium gardens—an 
apologetic variant of a Corbusian idea—is now the norm in linking architec-
ture to some semblance of nature. 

The original redevelopment plan for mill lands intended adding 33 percent 
or 200 acres (81 ha) of open space in a tripartite model of urban devel-
opment. Shift of interests resulted in a paltry 8 percent allocation as civic 
amenity, promoting high-rise gated communities through piecemeal devel-
opment. This typology blanked out all relationships with neighbourhood 
scales and context, demolishing cultural, socio-economic and built aspects 
of the city’s industrial history. Whether an integrated open space system 
could have altered the perception of real estate ‘lost’ to green, public spaces, 
remains speculative.
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The ‘other half’ of Mumbai—informal housing—is criticized for encroaching 
wetlands, open spaces and turning streams into sewers. Yet, they also con-
tribute through recycling, reduced dependence on personal transport, and 
harbour a deep community structure. Enviably, their informal settlements 
express form and gradient better than parametric software. Somewhere be-
tween the extremes of wealth and poverty, the catalysts for a sustainable city 
lie buried.

‘Recovering’ landscape for a city like Mumbai is then fraught with biases and 
is yet tantalizing. In the absence of policy, persistent citizen co-operation and 
activism seems to be the way forward. Conserving natural landscapes within 
and around a city needs concerted effort as well as great clarity of purpose, 
resisting the fanciful/banal. For this, Mumbai first needs to re-imagine its-
definition, prejudice and perception of ‘landscape’, ‘wilderness’ and ‘forest’. If 
this is successful, perhaps it can lead to an idea of City within Forest envel-
oping its urban form, re-mediating its core, edges, and socio-cultural threads 
that connect them. Should these be small-scale processes eventually accret-
ing over time, like nature? Or will such recoveries be ‘mega’ projects? We 
must step forward and ask whether anything ‘mega’ and man-made, can be 
truly ecological.

The Portuguese sobriquet for this landscape—Ilha da Boa Vida: the Island of 
Good Life—was prophetic for their future. It may perhaps goad us to think 
about ours.
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