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Everyone Goes to Leo’s
It was hit during the Mumbai terrorist attacks of 2008—and reopened in four days. Its
atmosphere goes back to the 19th century, but has been powerfully refreshed by a cult
novel. Welcome to a Mumbai fixture (and say hello to the man with the ponytail).
By Tom Freston
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F

ew restaurants can claim a more unusual formula for success than the Leopold
Café, in Mumbai. I frequented the place when I lived in India in the 1970s. I’ve
dropped in regularly ever since. A 141-year-old bar and restaurant in the
downtown Colaba neighborhood, Leo’s, as it’s often called, has for many years
been operated by the Jehanis, an Iranian Zoroastrian family. Long a watering hole for a
colorful mix of miscreants—gangsters, drug smugglers, garden-variety criminals—and a
certain type of adventurous foreigner, the café has in these first years of the 21st century
been transformed into a shrine of sorts as well as a literary destination for both Indians
and tourists.
The shrine part rose out of a national
tragedy. Leopold’s was one of the first
targets hit in the Mumbai terror attacks of
2008. The terrorists threw in a grenade and
shot randomly through the café, killing 12
people. The interior is still scarred with
bullet holes. When I visited in January, I was
informed that the indentation in the stone
floor underneath my shoe was caused by a
grenade blast.
India went into a state of shock after the
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attacks. With the city essentially shut down, the Leopold heroically reopened in four days
and became a symbol of national resistance. Why so fast? Farzad Jehani, one of the
owners, put it in a way that will seem familiar to American ears: “We didn’t want the
terrorists to win.” As soon as it reopened, the place was mobbed and remains so. The
clientele also broadened to include many ordinary Mumbai residents—people who had
once considered Leopold a bit on the seamy side.
The literary aspect of the café derives from a 2003 cult novel called Shantaram. Leo’s
plays a central role in the book, which is set in the complicated underworld of 1980s
Bombay (Mumbai’s former name, and still widely used). In the novel, the café is the
canteen and neutral ground for rival gang members, Afghan drug lords, European
prostitutes, and other colorful characters. Shantaram gave the Leopold a whole other
mystique and brought in its own flow of pilgrims and curiosity-seekers.
Shantaram was written by Gregory David Roberts. It is closely based on Roberts’s own
adventures over a 10-year period. The main character, Shantaram, is, like the book’s
author, an Australian heroin addict and convicted bank robber who escapes from an
Australian prison and somehow finds his way to Bombay. There he lives in a slum,
becomes a “doctor,” is enlisted in the underworld, goes to an Indian prison, is nearly
beaten to death, runs guns to Afghanistan and fights alongside the mujahideen and gets
wounded, and on and on.
The story reflects Roberts’s love for India in great
WITH THE CITY
ESSENTIALLY SHUT
detail and is carried along not just by the endless
DOWN,
THE LEOPOLD
adventures but also by Shantaram’s desire to be a good
HEROICALLY
man. It’s quite a page-turner, and there are a lot of
REOPENED IN FOUR
pages to turn, more than 900. It has been stuffed in
DAYS AND BECAME A
many a backpack. It’s sort of a Casablanca for the
SYMBOL OF NATIONAL
Asian tourist circuit, but is lauded by Indians for its
RESISTANCE. WHY SO
authentic characterization of Bombay life and its look
FAST? FARZAD
back at the exotic characters who flourished in the city
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before the economic transformation of the 90s.

JEHANI, ONE OF THE
OWNERS, PUT IT IN A
WAY THAT WILL SEEM
FAMILIAR TO
AMERICAN EARS: “WE
DIDN’T WANT THE
TERRORISTS TO WIN.”

Roberts writes of the Leopold Café: “It was constantly
crowded with visitors from a hundred countries and
many locals, both foreign and Indian, who come there
from every part of the city to conduct their business.
The business ranged from traffic in drugs, currencies,
passports, gold, and sex . . . it was a ‘free zone’
scrupulously ignored by the otherwise efficient officers
from the Colaba police station, directly across the street.”

O

n a recent chilly night in Mumbai I was invited to a dinner party outside on the
roof deck of another restaurant. The deck was surrounded by large shade trees. I
found myself seated next to Shantaram himself, Gregory David Roberts. Across
from us sat his wife, Princess Françoise Sturdza (princess of what, I did not get).
He is a rugged-looking, handsome man with a ponytail. He looks younger than his years—
59—and it’s hard to see any evidence of the rough life he has led other than what might be
implied by what looks like a great new set of teeth. He wore an extremely high-collared
starched white shirt and carried his wallet Zoot-suit-style on a long chain that clipped to
his belt and led to his back pocket. Old World polite, he stood every time a woman came or
left the table. Back in the day he was called “the Gentleman Bandit” because when he
robbed a bank (and it was with a plastic gun), he always said “please” (as in, “Could you
please hand over all your money?”) and “thank you.”
Roberts and the princess split their time in
an unlikely pair of cities: Mumbai and
Geneva, where the princess runs several
businesses. They seem to be very much a
tight couple, holding each other’s wrists
across the table for much of the night. He is
a charismatic and likable man.
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I asked about the status of the movie
adaptation of Shantaram. At one point
Johnny Depp was attached as the star.
Warner Bros. owns the rights. Peter Weir
was to be director for a while, and Russell Crowe was also rumored to be interested.
Roberts says the movie has been through a long series of changes and delays, the Bombay
underworld having nothing on Hollywood when it comes to double talk and double
dealing. He says he spent five years writing Shantaram. He sketched it all out in advance
on a five- or six-foot chart. He refers to the novel as a cross between Dante’s Inferno and
the Bible, adding that he writes “26 levels deep.” I was not quite sure what that meant,
though it is obvious that Shantaram is a carefully constructed novel. It has turned into a
perennial best-seller, and now Roberts is busy writing both a prequel and a sequel.
Roberts has used his fame and reversal of fortune to get deeply involved in charity work in
Mumbai. Recently he took Oprah Winfrey on a tour of some slums to show her his work.
India has been good to him, and he wants to be good back.
If Shantaram is the new Casablanca, maybe the Leopold Café is the new Rick’s. Roberts
quit drinking some time ago, part of becoming a new man, one assumes, but when he is in
Mumbai he pretty much takes up residence at Leo’s, sipping mineral water at his usual
table and greeting a continual flow of tourists and locals. They come with their worn copies
of the novel to have them signed by the great man. In the course of a couple of hours there
with him one afternoon, we were interrupted by woman after woman who wanted books
signed and to have their picture taken with the author. Gracious as he is, Roberts doesn’t
just sign each book but pens long inscriptions, holds long conversations, and then poses
for the obligatory photograph.
Leo’s has not changed much since I was a regular there in the 70s. It still has the look of a
French café: crowded tables with open views to the street, an old clock, beer signs, ceiling
fans, menu boards, some crude murals. What’s new is the stack of Shantaram books by
the cash register and all those bullet holes—the two new narratives of the Leopold Café
legend.
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The people-watching is still superb. Everything remains unhurried, and there is the same
sense of uncontrived authenticity. It still is what the owners proclaim: “the place where
East meets West.” Great cafés are hard to find. Make your way over there the next time
you hit Mumbai. Crowded though it may be, they always seem to have a table.
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