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little stone bridge over ]
the railway tracks B
called French Bridge. It E! —

is not in France, but in our own i
backyard, Gamdevi, named to
honour one of the founders of U
the Bombay, Baroda and Central %
India Railway (BBCIR), which
today is the Western Railway.
He was Colonel P.T. French.
Engineers like him did marvel-
lous jobs of construction of
railway bridges without i
disrupting train traffic.

The original Bridge was built around 1866
and lifted up higher when the railways were
being electrified between 1920 and 1927. The
original was too low to allow overhead cables
to pass through. It was not 'demolished as
useless' and new one built to replace it, but by
an ingenious method of screw-jacks, like
what we use today to change punctured car
tyres, the whole structure was lifted and
spacers inserted to give the additional height!
The traffic was not stopped for a single day.

Like most bridges of that time, it was built in
local basalt stone supported by a steel super-
structure, which was imported from England,
to take the central load. It was shipped in parts
and assembled in Mumbeai, like a modern-day
Meccano set.

Deodhar School of Indian Music

At the southern end of the Bridge, diagonally
opposite the Opera House, is this famous
school of music started by B.R. Deodhar
(1901 - 1990). Mr. Deodhar was a noted
Hindustani classical vocalist of the Khayal-
genre, musicologist and music educator. In
1964 he was awarded the Sangeet Natak
Akademi Fellowship, the highest honour to
be conferred by India's National Academy of
Music, Dance & Drama. Thereafter, in 1976,
Government of India recognised his contribu-
tions by awarding the Padma Shri.

The Deodhar School was an attempt to break
away from the gharana tradition. Thus several
traditions are incorporated into one singing
style.

The School does not only teach vocal music,
but also various instruments, and has today
gone on teach fitness, aerobics and power
yoga.

The Theosophical Society
Blavatsky Lodge

another tale

e Pl

At the other end of the
Bridge is the two-storeyed
Blavatsky Lodge built in
1928 for the Theosophical
Society. Designed in the
European style, but
trimmed with red-laced
stone 'jharokhas'. A
beautiful building indeed!

& The Theosophical Society
o was officially formed in
New York on 17 November
1875 by Helena Petronova
Blavatsky as 'an
unsecterian body of seekers after the Truth,
who endeavour to promote Brotherhood and
strive to serve humanity'. It moved its
headquarters to Adyar (Chennai) and then
Bombay (Mumbai).

Dr. Annie Besant

Of great impor-
tance are two
women who were
associated with
the Society, and
their legacy. One
was Dr. Annie |
Besant (1847-
1933), a British
sociologist, theosopher, women's rights
activist, writer and orator, who avidly
supported Indian self-rule. She came to India
in 1898 as part of her theosophy related work,
and went on to become the president of the
Indian National Congress in 1917. She
campaigned for Indian independence right till
her deathin 1933.
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Rukmini Devi Arundale

The other
important woman
was Rukmini
Devi Arundale
(1904-1986), a
dancer and a
choreographer. !
Though she was
born a Brahmin, she played a pivotal role in
the 'upliftment' of Bharatnayam, from what
was considered a low and vulgar art practised
by Devdasis or temple dancers, to its current
exalted classical dance form.
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The Society's Lodge was once a vibrant
centre for comparative religion, philosophy,
science and occultism. It housed a Library
with over 7000 books and a Freemasonic
temple, where initiation ceremonies were
performed. Today number of members has
dwindled and several of the rooms have been
rented for western ballet classes.

Between these two cultural hubs at both ends
of the Bridge there are several modest homes,
of which two need particular attention.

Raut's Bungalow

It is a 120-years structure, which has been
home to six generations of Rauts. A private
residence which has been looked after with
love & care over the decades.

The Rauts pride themselves in living in this

heritage building and do not complain about
any restrictions imposed by heritage rules.
They are proud to 'own a small part of
Mumbai's heritage' and announce this status
at the main entrance on a Urban Heritage
plague awarded by the Indian Heritage
Society in 1993.

It stands on a prime plot admeasuring about
1548 sq. yds. and was constructed by
Jayantibai & Dr. Sakharam Arjun Raut with a
budget of Rs.22,500/-. The story goes that
they actually got married in the living room!

Sawalaram Laxman Haldankar

Sawalaram Laxman Haldankar (1882 - 1968)
studied Fine Arts at the J.J. School of Art

under Cecil Burns and M.V. Dhurandhar.
However he distinguished himself very early
in his career and won several prizes. The most
prestigious was the recognition given by the
Lalit Kala Academy Fellowship award.

His fame was in creating well detailed portrait
paintings, which were exhibited in Madras,
Bombay, Simla and in 1915 in the Royal
British Society of Arts, London. By 1908 he
was one of the most noted artists of British
India.

In 1908 he started the Haldankar Art Institute
to train new aspirants, and ten years later, in
1918 he became one of the founders of the Art
Society of India.

Thus in many ways, the area around French
Bridge can be considered a cultural hub. Let

| us pray that it remains so, and art, music and

unsecterian spirits can prosper here — with the
aim 'to help promote better understanding

”F among all people' and thus 'arrive at the

Truth'.

Anita Garware
Chairperson,

Indian Heritage Society.
Resident of Malabar Hills
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