
Bombay / Mumbai 

The largest city in India is Mumbai, the capital of the state of Maharashtra. Crowded, bustling, and 

dynamic, it is the heart of the country’s financial and commercial sectors and an important centre of 

culture and education. The city was called Bombay until 

1995. In that year it was officially renamed Mumbai, its 

name in the Marathi language. A major port, the city has 

long been referred to as “the Gateway of India.” In fact, a 

large ceremonial gateway was erected there in 1911 to 

commemorate the first visit made to India by a British king 

and queen. Through this gateway the last British viceroy 

departed in 1947, marking the termination of almost 350 years of official British presence in India. 

Location / Physical Geography / Climate 

Mumbai lies on an island in the Arabian Sea just off the west 

coast of mainland India. It is connected to the mainland by 

roads and railways. The city’s tropical location gives it a 

mostly hot and humid climate. The mean monthly 

temperature ranges from about 67 °F (19 °C) in January to 

91 °F (33 °C) in May. The yearly rainfall averages about 70 

inches (180 centimetres), about a third of which falls in July, 

the height of the rainy monsoon season. Bombay Island 

consists mainly of a low-lying plain, about a quarter of which lies below sea level.  

Human Geography 

Mumbai is one of the largest and most densely populated 

cities in the world. By the early 21st century Mumbai had 

reached an average of some 77,000 persons per square 

mile (29,500 per square kilometre). A cosmopolitan city, it 

has people from many parts of the world and all regions of 

India. It attracts large numbers of migrants from other 

parts of the country who come in search of work. The city 

is home to affluent residents, including many millionaires, 

as well as to the very poor. In this extremely crowded city, 

housing is scarce and very expensive. More than 40 percent of Mumbai’s people lived in slums.  

Religion / Culture 

Almost half the population is Hindu. There are important 

minorities of Muslims, Buddhists, Christians, Sikhs, and Jews. 

Mumbai’s diversity is further reflected in the cultural life of the 

city, with its many museums, theatres, libraries, galleries, music 

concerts, and festivals of Indian dance.  

 



Pollution 

The city possesses one of the finest harbours in the world. This and its location—facing Africa, the 

Middle East, and Europe—have made it a major port that handles much of India’s foreign trade. Its 

two airports also handle a high percentage of the country’s international and domestic air traffic. 

Networks of roads and railways connect the city to all parts of India. Within Mumbai, hundreds of 

thousands of commuters rely on suburban electric train systems. The first part of a rapid-transit 

train system and of a monorail line began operating in 2014. Traffic jams remain common on the 

congested streets, however, and air and water pollution are a major problem. 

HISTORY 

Mumbai is named after the local Hindu goddess Mumba, a form of the goddess Parvati. People have 

lived in the area for hundreds of thousands of years. The earliest known inhabitants of the islands 

were groups of Koli, a tribe of fishermen. The area came under the rule of Hindu dynasties before 

being conquered in the 14th century by Muslim invaders, who made it part of their kingdom of 

Gujarat. Its ruler ceded the site to the Portuguese in 1534. The Portuguese did not value it as much 

as Goa, about 200 miles (320 kilometers) to the south. They ceded the islands to England in 1661 as 

part of the marriage settlement between Catherine of Braganza (the sister of the Portuguese king) 

and the English king Charles II. Charles in turn leased Bombay, as the English called it, to the 

English East India Company in 1668. 

The company soon began the first projects to link the seven islands together. It also built port facilities 

and a large fort, around which the city developed. In the 1850s the Indian cotton textile industry 

was born in Bombay. The city grew as a trading port, 

especially in the 1860s during the American Civil War. The 

war cut off the supply of cotton from the American South to 

British textile mills, and the mill owners turned to western 

India for their raw material. In 1869 the opening of the Suez 

Canal in Egypt allowed ships to travel directly from the 

Mediterranean Sea to the Indian Ocean. This shortcut made Bombay even more important as a 

trading centre. The building of railways in the 1860s and 1870s connected the city to all the other 

major points throughout the country. 

Unfortunate Events 

Bombay has seen a number of catastrophes. The Great Fire of 1803 destroyed almost three-quarters 

of the city, and a devastating epidemic of bubonic plague broke out in 1896. On April 14, 1944, a 

munitions ship exploded in the harbour and flattened 300 acres of docks and warehouses. Heavy 

rainfall caused severe flooding in 2005.  

 


