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Back of the book
Palpitations
No direction home 

At a crossing in Juhu, a friend
signalled his driver to ask for
directions to a particular
building. It’s a problem that
plagues all direction seekers in
our city when all manner of
instruction (do a U-turn from
this big hole in the road, to the
other big hole) have failed. 

The driver stopped at a knick-
knack shop/auto stand and
lured a local with a combination
of a whistle and a baboon
mating call: “Chch Chch eh boss
Chch Chch” and then “Hercules
boss Hercules!” (Hercules being
the building we were looking
for). I would have run away

petrified, contemplating why a
driver was trying to seduce me
by calling me Hercules, but this
man understood the request. 

His answer went something
like this, “Sir, you go straight,
there will be a burnt merry-go-
round. Don’t worry about it. Go
past it. On your left, will be very
famous film rapist Ranjit’s old
house, on your right is a broken
piano.  Ask for Lakme hoarding
– NOT the Katrina Lakme.
Under it, there are always two
people, one is wearing a T-shirt
with Shakti Kapoor or Reebok, I
don’t know exact. The house is
there. If you don’t find it, ask
someone for Kailash Boom
Boom Gym. It has big photo of
Kailash lifting up a building.”

One doesn’t have to be an
urban planner to know that
cities have a planned geographic
logic. Some combination of
landmarks, streets and avenues
that lead somewhere, and
houses with things written on
them signify perhaps where the
place might actually be located.

But our planners work on a new
planning tool known in closed
circles as no planning. It allows
for a city not to be built but to
just happen.  It also allows for
fascinating daily urban renewal
programmes. Random suburbs
pop up around a merry-go-
round; a pizza delivery boy may
find that his key landmark, a
Lakme hoarding, has suddenly

become an Airtel hoarding; a
road or two might disappear; a
“Boom Boom Gym” might turn
into a European town square. 

This amusingly means
addresses work to contradict
where one lives rather than help
it. If you told a friend, “Come to
125 Ghanashyamdas Talwatkar
Marg,” she might go insane. If

you said however, “Fort, near so-
and-so furniture shop,” you’d be
redeemed as in-the-know.  

This also throws up various
socio-cultural references about a
person’s tastes (“Near Good
Earth. Oh, you don’t know Good
Earth?”), social status (“Behind
Bombay Gym. You’re not a
member?), or income (“Across
from Indigo. What do you mean
where is Indigo?”) and in giving
one set of directions, you find out
about a person’s entire personal
life, economic situation and
bathroom idiosyncrasies. 

Our cities, like all else in our
nation, begin with a central logic
and well-meaning theory only to
devolve into a labyrinth of big
roads into small roads into
broken roads into lanes leading
to dead-ends, where theories fail
in practical mismanagement,
language and reason give way to
chaos and opinion, and
suddenly there’s nothing
practical; just the charming
kindness of a billion strangers,
directing each other.
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In giving directions,
you find out about a
person’s entire life
and idiosyncrasies. 

Intimacy & BOB Final.qxd  8/30/2008  12:02 AM  Page 204


