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Gateway of India, Mumbai, 1992
it’s April in Mumbai and it’s hot. Tourists amble along the promenade 
toward the gateway of india monument through a colourful, pungent 
sea of humanity. And ten feet above them, poised at the top of a long 
pole, is Savita Yadav. She is two years old and a veteran of this trick by 
now. her father balances the pole on the tip of his thumb and positions 
her in front of the windows of the Taj Mahal hotel opposite, while Savita 
waves triumphantly to the tourists inside. 

On the footpath opposite is an italian photographer named Dario 
Mitidieri. normally he loves the noise and clutter of the Mumbai streets, 
but right now he’s irritable with frustration. no good shots – this is not 
a good day. he spies Savita high up in the air and pauses to take a 
photograph or two with a long lens. Thinking not much of it, he continues 
down the street in search of better pictures, totally unaware that he has 
just taken a photograph that will change the course of his life.
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‘innOcenT YeT STreeT wiSe, nOT 
lAcking fOr cOMpAnY YeT 

lOnelY; TheSe Are chilDren 
wiThOuT A chilDhOOD’

London, November 2007
Dario sits in the elegant surrounds of his north london apartment. 
Behind him on the wall is a large, poster-sized photograph of a tiny girl 
balancing on the end of a long pole. ‘That is without a doubt the most 
well-known photograph i have ever taken,’ he says. The image is perhaps 
best known as the cover of the Booker prize-nominated novel A Fine 
Balance by rohinton Mistry, but it has appeared countless times in books, 
and on prints and posters. ‘every day, i get emails about this photograph,’ 
Dario says. ‘There’s something about it which really touches people.’

in 1992, Dario spent an entire year on the streets of Mumbai with 
a mission to document the real lives of street children: their pain and 
struggle, but also their joy. The resulting book and exhibition, Children 
of Bombay, became much more than just a series of photographs, 
challenging the misconceptions of audiences in india and across the 
world. As Dario himself wrote in the book’s introduction, the photographs 
are ‘a testimony to the contradictions of their lives: innocent yet street wise, 
never lacking for company yet lonely, children without a childhood whose 
resilience and courage would put most adults to shame’. 

As we flick through the pages of the book, Dario outlines his plan: to 
return to Mumbai after 15 years and track down some of the children he 
photographed. ‘it’s crazy,’ he says. ‘we’re talking about going to a city of 
20 million people, so i have no idea whether we are going to find any of 
them. But i formed such strong bonds with these children. if we can, it 
will be fascinating to see what they are up to now. 

‘Above all,’ he says, ‘i want to finally meet the little girl in that picture. 
it’s strange, because she is the only one i never met and she’s come to 
mean so much to me. i often wonder what has become of her, what kind 
of person she is. i’ve done some investigating and have managed to 
find out some details about her, like that her name is Savita, and that her 
parents were killed in a bomb attack a few years ago.’

he glances fondly up at the tiny face staring off into the distance.  
‘it’s difficult because i am a photographer – i take photographs of 
people and make a living out of it, and if i am going to go on doing that, 
i can’t feel guilty about it. Yet i do feel a special obligation toward Savita, 
because that photograph has been published and sold many times, and 
i’ve made money out of those sales. it’s also because she’s like one of the 
family now. My wife and kids see her every day on the wall – she’s even 
on my business card. That is not just a photograph anymore; it’s evolved 
into a person who entered my life 15 years ago and never left me.’

Days later, the cloying, meaty scent of Mumbai greets us at the airport 
like an over-familiar friend – we jump gratefully into the air-conditioned 
cool of our freelander 2 and make our way into the heart of the city. The 
Mumbai of 2008 has earned some impressive statistics: it’s the biggest, 
richest, fastest-growing city in india. it is determined to rival Shanghai in 
economic power, yet it remains a city of dramatic contrast: unlike many 

Above: members of the new ‘VT (Victoria Terminus) gang’ at Mumbai’s central 
railway station. Right: a street child collects plastic bottles on the tracks

cities where rich and poor areas are sharply defined, Mumbai’s shiny 
Manhattan-like apartments, with price tags to match, nestle uncomfortably 
with vast shanty towns of stretched tarpaulin. And while it’s home to more 
billionaires than any other city in Asia, up to 40 percent of Mumbai’s 
population live in slums and over 100,000 children live on the street. 

Dario won’t be alone in the search for his former subjects: he’s 
enlisted the help of his old friend and guide, Mahendra. This round-
faced man greets Dario with what we come to know as a perpetual 
thousand-watt smile. As a former street child himself, Mahendra is 
intimately acquainted with Mumbai’s darker side, and 15 years ago, he 
introduced Dario to a world he could never have discovered on his own. 
he seems to think we will find some of Dario’s young friends. ‘That’s 
great,’ Dario says, pleased. ‘And Savita?’ Mahendra grins. ‘good chance, 
i think. ninety percent definitely we will find her.’

Mahendra guides us to our first destination: Mumbai’s old Victoria 
Terminus station. now officially known as chattrapati Shivaji Terminus, 
for the locals it will always be ‘VT’, a place with an almost mythical 
reputation: it’s the arrival point for all who come to Mumbai to seek their 
fortune – including thousands of runaway children. The ornate arches 
and long crowded platforms here feature in Dario’s photographs as the 
haunt of ‘the VT gang’ – a group of about 45 kids. unfortunately, there 
are no signs of Dario’s former friends, but it’s not long before we spot 
two young street children collecting plastic bottles along the tracks. 



 24 | ONELIFE ONELIFE | 25

One is about nine years old, the other about six. They are thin, dirty and 
barefoot, yet they smile cheerfully for Dario’s camera. 

we continue the hunt over the following days, visiting Dario’s old 
haunts: chowpatti Beach, the red-light district of grant road, the gateway 
of india, the back streets of colaba. There are one or two moments of 
recognition – ram, the dour vendor of bubble-blowing kits at chowpatti 
Beach, still walks the same beat – but no grown-up versions of the cheeky 
faces in Dario’s book appear. Mahendra’s confidence is not dented. ‘no 
problem, no problem,’ he says with a head-waggle and a winning smile 
before setting to another round of enquiries on his mobile phone.

Our next stop is the church of St Andrew and Saint columba, which 
every friday throws open its doors to over 250 street children. This is the 
pavement club, where the kids can fill their bellies, get medical attention 
and, as Dario puts it, ‘be given some love and respect once a week’. The 
gates open. Dozens of street kids from as young as four years old stream 
into the dappled churchyard and the air is filled with the high-pitched 
shouting and delighted squeals you’d hear in any school playground. 

The manager of the project lawrence hardinge is, like Mahendra, a 
former street child himself, and understands well the challenges of their 
lives. ‘These children are most of the time forgotten,’ he says. ‘But they 
are wonderful, wonderful. You learn tolerance and humility from them. 
These are children who help you to become a good person yourself.’

Dinner is served and the children stream into the hall. left in the 
courtyard are a group of older boys who are poring over the Children of 
Bombay book, and there is excited murmuring and pointing as the boys 
start to recognize faces. Another boy, aged about 20, comes to see what 
the fuss is about. ‘i know you!’ Dario exclaims. ‘from the VT gang.’ The 
boy is shy but grins in recognition and shakes Dario’s hand. Mahendra 
translates for him: ‘uncle, what a coincidence, after 15 years.’ he is not one 
of the boys in the photographs, but it seems we are getting close. 

The following morning, Mahendra seems to have gone missing. we 
are just about to head out to do some searching on our own when he 
suddenly appears, grinning as always and slightly out of breath. ‘i have 
found some boys,’ he says. ‘But we must go very quick.’ So we pile into 
the freelander 2 and with some dodging through the near-gridlocked 
traffic, we somehow manage to make good time.

waiting for us on a quiet side street are four young men: Anu, 
pradeep, rajesh and navnath. Dario appears and the boys grin broadly 
in recognition. ‘i recognise you!’ Dario says amongst a flurry of hand-
shaking and back-clapping, ‘i wasn’t sure if i would, straight away, but 
you have the same smiles. exactly the same.’ Mahendra laughingly 
translates for the boys: ‘They say you are the same, too, but fatter.’

The boys are now in their early twenties, each sporting a fine 
moustache (‘So now the police can’t recognise me,’ says one). They 
cluster around Dario, reminiscing with a combination of simple words 
and complex gestures. One of the boys remembers Dario’s old VT gang 
nickname – ‘Mujko Mut Dekho’. ‘it means “Don’t look into the camera,” 
Dario explains, grinning. ‘it was the first hindi phrase i learned, and i 
was saying it to them all the time to try and get natural pictures, so they 
all started calling me that.’ he laughs. ‘At least the message got across.’

The boys’ stories emerge. All work casually as waiters at weddings or 
in kitchens, and all still sleep on the street. ‘life has not been kind to them,’ 
Dario reflects when the reunion is finished and the boys have disappeared 

‘i recOgniSe YOu!’ DAriO SAYS AMOngST A  
flurrY Of hAnD-ShAking AnD BAck-clApping

Clockwise from left: traffic is bumper-
to-bumper in the red light district 
of Grant Road; Dario and Mahendra 
reminisce with Rajesh; a grown-up 
Anu; Rajesh displays a photo of his 
younger self; children at the Pavement 
Club queue for a meal of dhal and rice
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into the dusk. ‘in particular Anu, who is sick, and a has small baby to look 
after. They are still struggling to survive. But they did seem in good spirits 
– it was wonderful to see them again.’

in order to get a broader perspective on how things have changed 
on the streets since Dario’s time here, we call on Vikram Sinha from the 
railway children charity in Mumbai central. Vikram and Dario have 
crossed paths before: Dario helped the railway children charity at its 
birth, giving photographs for use in their campaign materials. ‘You know 
i have a huge picture of yours hanging above my desk?’ Vikram asks. ‘i’m 
not joking,’ he says. ‘it inspires me, every day.’ Dario laughs modestly and 
asks whether there is better help available for the children today.

‘There are more street child organisations in this country than ever 
before,’ Vikram says. ‘But most often, the children don’t want to go into 
institutions; they run away from there, too.’ he runs his fingers through 
his hair, all too familiar with this conundrum. ‘it’s a complex situation. The 
instinct to run away is deeply embedded in their psyche. unless that is 
addressed, no number of organisations will be able to affect real change.

‘But there is a growing public awareness that we need to work with 
them and help them. Debates are being raised. Most of all, organisations 
are increasingly willing to innovate and deal with subjects which were 
traditionally not discussed, such as sexuality and hiV. And perhaps, if 
enough people begin to ask themselves “what can we do?” and help 
things in the right direction, then i think dramatic changes will be possible.’

 next morning, we receive more good news: Mahendra has managed 
to track down a friend of Savita. Soon enough, laxmi arrives, a slight 
girl with a shy white smile. She makes her living by begging at the 
gateway, and as she talks with us on the open street, her eyes flick 
over our shoulders, constantly watching for police. After a few minutes’ 
conversation, laxmi seems to make up her mind that our intentions are 
good. ‘Savita is in ulhasnagar with her uncle,’ she says. 

ulhasnagar lies approximately 40 miles north of colaba, and the 
journey there is like most taken on Mumbai roads: colourful, alarming, and 
choked with traffic and humanity. The freelander 2 picks a path through 
the throng of dilapidated taxis, buses and scooters laden with the weight 
of whole families. Small children rap on the windows at traffic lights with 
armfuls of bootleg DVDs or simply an upturned palm; we even pass a 
posse of hijras or eunuchs, who dress in women’s clothing and are known 
to terrorise those who don’t give money with the threat of evil curses. 

Soon enough, the built-up chaos of central Mumbai gives way to 
sprawling suburbs, and after stopping countless times for directions, 
we turn down a dusty side street and meet the smiling face of Savita’s 
uncle, gamesh. ‘This is it,’ says Dario with a nervous grin before swinging 
open the car door. we are led on foot down a series of narrow alleyways, 
ducking under the brightly coloured bunting of saris drying in the sun. 

Then, Savita is there. The beautiful girl in a black salwar kameez 
lurches forward and buries herself in Dario’s arms, eyes pressed tightly 
shut with emotion. ‘Savita?’ Dario says. ‘Savita, it’s so nice to meet you, 

finally,’ he says, returning the embrace. ‘i feel like i’ve known you all my 
life.’ Both seem a little overwhelmed. ‘i’m going to have a tear in a minute,’ 
Dario says, laughing to break the tension.

we are ushered inside the one-room home where Savita lives with 
her four brothers and sisters, and are furnished with cool drinks. ‘have 
you seen the photograph i took of you?’ Dario asks. She shakes her head, 
no. Mahendra translates. The first she heard of the photograph or Dario 
was yesterday, and she doesn’t understand why someone would want to 
come all this way just to see her. The photograph is revealed and Savita 
covers her face with her hands. ‘You see?’ Dario says, pointing. ‘That’s 
you.’ She nods, unable to stop smiling. 

As a lunch of rice with green chilli peppers and raita appears, Savita 
recounts her story. now 17 years old, she worked as a performer doing 
balancing and acrobatic tricks until she was ten. After that, she stayed 
home to take care of her brothers and sisters, so she missed out on 
going to school and cannot now read or write. These days, she works 
as a full-time maid for a local family, with only one day off per month, for 
little pay, or as Mahendra puts it, ‘very peanut price’.

Savita’s sister Bharti appears and presents us with a pile of old 
newspaper clippings, yellowed with age. They are reports of the terrorist 
bombing of 25 August 2003, which tore through the tourist area outside 
the gateway of india and killed her parents. The story unfolds, with the 
Yadav children sitting quietly and Mahendra relating the details. 

it emerges that the family’s youngest son, narsu, now perched on 
Dario’s knee, was with his parents only a minute or two before the blast 
and chanced a miraculous escape. As fate would have it, a friend came to 
‘borrow’ the one-year-old to increase his chances of charity – a beggar 
with a baby is always more successful than one without – and narsu was 
carried away into the path of a likely prospect and out of danger.

in a small community like this where people live in such close 
proximity to others, it is not surprising that Dario’s sudden visit is 
causing quite a stir. A large group of onlookers gawps openly through 
the doorway and a glance out into the small warren of alleyways reveals 
an even bigger crowd pressing towards the house. Savita and her uncle 
regard the jam and recommend we leave before things get out of hand. 

As we make our way back to central Mumbai, the mood in the car is 
celebratory – we have found her, and will meet again in colaba tomorrow. 
‘She just threw herself at me,’ Dario says, incredulous. ‘i didn’t know what to 
do, whether it was appropriate to give her a hug, or…’ he trails off, looking 
pleased and exhausted from the excitement of the day. ‘it was amazing to 
meet her at last,’ he continues. ‘But difficult to discover how hard her life is, 
that she never went to school. i wish i had come sooner.’

The following days are a whirlwind unlike anything Savita has ever 
known. Dario buys her a mobile phone so that she has a means of 
keeping in touch, he treats her to a good restaurant meal, shows her the 
place where she used to perform. Savita has very little recollection of her 
acrobatic days, but being at the location soon brings back memories. 

SAViTA lurcheS fOrwArD AnD BurieS herSelf in 
DAriO’S ArMS, eYeS TighTlY ShuT wiTh eMOTiOn

Clockwise from right: Savita 
becomes Dario’s subject for a 
second time; the Freelander 2 

meets an unexpected obstacle;  the 
fascinated residents of Ulhasnagar
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As his time with Savita draws to a close, Dario reveals his plan. he 
would like to send her enough money per month to quit her job as a 
maid and attend school full time. ‘it’s so little money when you think it can 
really change Savita’s life,’ he says. ‘To help her learn to read and write, 
so she can read stories to her children, it’s the least i can do.’ Savita is 
overwhelmed by the offer and, wiping away tears, says quietly that she 
would very much like to go to school. She then says something almost 
inaudible in hindi, and Mahendra leans in close to hear her. he straightens 
up and translates: ‘Jesus brought you here to me.’

it’s an emotional goodbye, and Dario is reflective as we drive back to the 
hotel. ‘it may seem strange,’ he says, ‘but i feel somehow that i have found 
a lost daughter. There is such a strong invisible tie, i can’t describe it. Of 
course she’s not my daughter, i never met her before, but the feeling was 
mutual and genuine. And if i feel i’ve found a lost daughter, then perhaps 
there is a part of her that feels she has found a lost father. who knows?’

we pause at a traffic light and a telltale tap at the window reveals 
a tiny girl, hand outstretched. ‘The problem is just so vast here,’ Dario 
says, breaking his own rule and passing her a few rupees. ‘My way of 
helping the street children was to raise their profile, bring attention to the 
problem. Money-wise, what can one person do? There are thousands and 
thousands of street kids in Mumbai alone. it’s not possible for me to help 
every one of them. But perhaps i can do my bit by helping Savita a little.’

The freelander 2 pulls up to a stop at the hotel, and the prospect of 
our imminent departure looms. ‘i’ll be back soon,’ Dario says, signing off 
to the thrilling, throbbing chaos of the city. ‘Mumbai is in my blood, and 
while it has changed dramatically, i still love it. And now Savita is here, so 
there is another incentive to come back.’

Left: Savita shows Dario her 
favourite place, the Hindu 
temple in Ulhasnagar. Below: one 
of the many faces in the traffic

The Pavement Club is a remarkable organisation that has 
been giving support to the street children of Mumbai for 
over 30 years, and recently won the Mahatma Gandhi 
Award for Social Justice. Each Friday, over 250 children 
descend on the church hall for food, clean clothes, 
medical attention and games, all of which is designed to 
help the children feel loved and cared for, and to help 
them discover a sense of their own self-worth. For more 
information or to make a donation, please visit
www.pavementschoolmumbai.org

In India, there are an alarming 12 million street children, 
which is the equivalent of every child in the UK living 
on the streets. The Railway Children is a charity set up 
to stop abuse and exploitation of these street children, 
and last year helped over 24,000 throughout the world. 
It currently works with over 40 organisations on 117 
projects across Asia. For more information or to make a 
donation, visit www.railwaychildren.org.uk

Dario Mitidieri’s Children of Bombay is 
an award-winning hardback book of 
captioned photographs which strikingly 
capture the many aspects of street 
children’s lives. 
Dewi Lewis Publishing, £25.
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