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Terror in Mumbai – One British business executive escapes, his personal
friend dies: His story of survival
15 - February - 2009 | 0
Issue 13/ February-March 2009
By Kim Young
In memory of Rohinton Maloo
At the time of writing, President Barack Obama has just taken the oath of office and is officially the President of the
United States this 20th day of January 2009. To a sea of hopeful and joyous people, Obama promised to uphold the
constitution and declared the hand of peace and friendship to all Nations while also reminding those of preferred terror
that the United States would “defeat them”. These words are not lost on those who are looking for a new direction in
foreign policy from the United States especially after eight years of the Bush Administration, which included a decline in
the US’ reputation worldwide, a failed war in Iraq and another one waged in Afghanistan. The import of this statement
was also etched in the mind of one Briton business executive who walked away physically unscathed but probably
emotionally scarred from the terror that gripped Mumbai, India in November 2008.
Personally, this writer noticed a familiar face but it could not be, or could it? Looking relieved and slightly shaken, (yet
unbelievably composed) and covered with what looked like soot, indeed it was the face of Alex Chamberlen. He was on
the BBC recounting the horror of the attacks just a few weeks ago in Mumbai (formerly known as Bombay), India. He
escaped alive but tragically his good friend did not.
Worried for his safety and that of my fellow British citizens, Westerners, Indians and indeed anyone caught in this
cowardly act of terrorism, I remained glued to the BBC and CNN to watch in horror as I heard of more and more people
being murdered in cold blood, hostages taken and bombs and rockets going off in the affluent areas of Mumbai that
houses the world famous Taj Hotel, The Oberoi and the Trident next door.
I had hoped that by the morning of the 27th of November, the terrorists, as many as ten youngsters with backpacks and
unsophisticated equipment, would have come to an end. Indeed, it was just the beginning of a days-long nightmare for
many and the end of life for over 170 innocent people, many carrying British and American passports. Tensions between
India and Pakistan are historic and indeed spanning decades, whether over Kashmir and other territories/issues or even
something as “simple” but symbolic as cricket. There is obviously no love lost between the territories despite efforts on a
diplomatic level to bring the two countries to some level of peace and diplomacy. Matters are now significantly
worse…for now. It is certainly hoped that India and Pakistan can mend fences, however the traditional contempt held for
each other may also not be easily resolved by the best regional diplomatic efforts or those of the United States and the
United Kingdom in particular.
What was not immediately obvious to me was whether this was a fight between Pakistan and India. On the other hand, the
targeting of Westerners suggested a possible Taliban or Al Qaeda type attack or sympathizers with the known terrorist
groups. While India blamed Pakistan and Pakistan denied all or any involvement and offered help, the bombs continued to
go off. In the end over 300 were injured in the 60 hour siege of Mumbai. The deaths of over 170 reverberated all over the
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world from Brooklyn, New York to London, England and across Europe and India. Investigations still continue with
heightened tensions and a world on edge.
“At about 10pm, after Rohinton and I had enjoyed a relaxed dinner and were about to ask for the bill, we heard some loud
pops - probably eight to ten in all - from the lobby just outside the restaurant. The restaurant staff gestured to us diners to
remain calm, and my friend Rohinton expressed surprise that the hotel had allowed someone to let off probably eight to
ten in all - from the lobby just outside the restaurant. The restaurant staff gestured to us diners to remain calm, and my
friend Rohinton expressed surprise that the hotel had allowed someone to let off “firecrackers”. Chamberlen said that he
had told Rohinton that he was quite sure that the sound they had heard was indeed gunshots. Rohinton looked stunned.
“My friend urged me to run into the kitchen, and we both ran in and hid behind a table. I managed to call my girlfriend
and tell her that a gunman had entered the restaurant and that I was not sure what would happen next - not a great call to
make or receive, but one that I was compelled to make. There were about another dozen people in the kitchen crouching
and hiding as best they could. The distant pops had become a present and real threat. We were soon ushered through the
kitchen by the gunman who was brandishing an AK47, to the emergency fire stairs that lay beyond it. When we arrived
onto the stairwell we found that a number of other guests had also been pushed out onto the staircase and we soon realised
that there was another gunman a few flights above us as we heard gunshots,” said Alex Chamberlen. (1)
According to him: “The gunman that I saw was young - no more than 22 years of age - of South Asian origin; and
clean-cut. He appeared to be calm, self-possessed and clearly knew the lay-out of the hotel. He wore a blue tee-shirt and a
pair of jeans and had an ammunition belt around his waist but no rucksack or backpack that I was aware of”.
Relying on Rohinton for calm and advice, especially in the context of India being in “his country”, Chamberlen had
hoped that perhaps they would be less frightened but even Rohinton was enveloped in fear as the seeming sense of
immobilization and inertia took over their senses.
“We all continued to walk up the stairs towards the roof, as instructed by the gunman who had issued a few orders in what
I assumed to be Urdu. After we had climbed about six floors, he told us all to stop and raise our hands above our heads.
At that moment I was extremely scared.”
“He then asked which of us were British and American and asked us to produce identification. My friend told me to say
that I was Italian and to pull out a business card from my pocket. I thought that this was likely to be the end of the road
for me.”
Despite requests for the hostages to put their cell phones on the ground, a brave Chamberlen kept his on silent and in his
pocket assuming that is he would be shot over a cell phone, he would have been shot anyway.
And then a rather bizarre twist of fate befell the hostages. A woman sobbed softly but then uncontrollably. Strangely the
gunman (perhaps in a rare moment of humanity as described by Chamberlen), ushered the couple to safety while sending
everyone up to the roof to meet what appeared to be certain death. At the same time, the gunman abandoned his
questioning of nationality. Interestingly, according to Chamberlen, they ascended the stairs amidst smoke-filled staircases
with mainly Indians with few Europeans – Italians, Spanish and a few Britons.
“After the two women had been allowed to leave and we had started to limb up the stairs, my friend had skipped ahead of
me. One moment he had been beside me and the next moment I saw that he was on the flight above me. That was the last
I was to see of him and from that moment on I was intent on my own survival, knowing that I could not risk trying to join
him for fear of inciting the gunman below to use me as an example. As we climbed up each flight of stairs I kept my eye
on the gunman below and wondered if I could escape through one of the fire-doors. On the eighteenth floor I looked down
and saw that the gunman was out of my eye-line and so I looked behind me at a fellow English hostage and urged him to
come with me. I pushed the door open and he (Rakesh) came with me,” he continued.
From there, Chamberlen had to make a series of quick but dangerous decisions, whether to go up to down; navigate
seriously claustrophobic areas engulfed in choking black smoke; be as quiet as possible not knowing if a gunman would
meet him downstairs or upstairs based on those decisions. Crouching behind a door; Chamberlen clinging to banisters in
black smoke, heart pounding, not daring to even breathe lest a gunman hear he and Rakesh, and awaiting that final shot
that would determine his fate, Chamberlen still braved uncertainty and deftly defied death as he somehow made his way
to a lobby in seconds which seemed to crawl by like unending hours of doom.
“Eventually we reached the lobby, thinking that we were in fact in the basement and were in a smoke-filled room. Once
we arrived there we found another six guests who had come down the stairs from the rooms, flushed out by the fire, but
luckily not ordered out by the terrorists. After about fifteen minutes after we realised that we were at lobby level and
could in fact walk out onto the street, I called my girlfriend again and asked her to get in touch with the emergency
services in Mumbai or anyone who might be able to help us. There had been no reassuring sirens or any sign of assistance
at all, and when we emerged onto the street outside the Oberoi hotel we found only a smattering of policemen, all of
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whom looked terrified and thoroughly disorganised.
“There were five fire engines, with attendant firemen (again, none of whom seemed to have a clue what to do) and there
was also a small group of soldiers - probably ten in all - who carried bolt-action rifles and looks of bemusement and
wide-eyed terror. There were no ambulances whatsoever and no semblance of order or control. This was the case for
many hours while I and the rest of the escapees waited at the end of the point, about a hundred yards away from the hotel.
We watched and listened while more gunshots and blasts went off in the hotel. I emerged from the hotel at about 11pm
and did not leave the area until 7am the next morning. In all that time there was no indication whatsoever that the Indian
response to the situation was adequate or appropriate,” he recalled.
Press reports suggest that there were indeed up to ten gunmen and not two as was previously thought.
“It also emerged later that all the hostages that were with me on that staircase were shot (bar one eye-witness who was
grazed by a bullet and who pretended to be dead). Therefore there were no human shields or hostages in the mix - it was
two gunmen holding out against eighty-five military and police. Security in and around the hotel was woefully
inadequate, especially given the proximity to the water (which is how the terrorists arrived); the popularity of the hotel
with high profile businessmen; and more importantly given the previous incidents in major Indian cities throughout the
year. For a country that has made so many astonishing advances in business and technology, it is amazing that some of the
fundamental elements of security have been neglected. And what makes this all even more tragic is that it is Indians that
have suffered most at the hands of terrorists who claimed to be targeting Americans, British and Jews. To all of us waiting
at the end of Nariman Point and hearing blasts reverberating around the city - not just where we were outside the
Trident/Oberoi - it felt as though Mumbai itself was held hostage and that Suge a huge city with a massive population was
reduced to a village that was held up by ten terrorists,” he concluded. Meanwhile in a January 16th report (2) from the
British Broadcasting Company, the UK had asked for an expedited investigation into the matter.
According to UK Foreign Secretary David Miliband Pakistan must act more quickly against extremists in the wake of the
attacks on the Indian city of Mumbai.
“The whole international community wants Pakistan to go further and go faster,” Mr. Miliband said in Islamabad. The
Pakistani government responded by saying it would conduct an open inquiry into the attacks last year, saying that it is
determined to uncover the “full facts”.
According to the BBC report, Miliband believed the government in Islamabad “is serious in its commitment to prosecute
those associated with the Mumbai attacks. Steps have been taken”. Mr. Miliband met Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani,
Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi and is also due to meet President Asif Ali Zardari.
“Pakistan remains determined to uncover the full facts pertaining to the Mumbai incident,” a Pakistani foreign ministry
statement said. Mr. Qureshi said that information provided by India - in addition to Pakistan’s own investigations - would
“establish legally tenable evidence to bring the perpetrators to justice”. Relations between the South Asian neighbours
have been under severe strain since November’s attacks, which India has blamed on Pakistan-based militants.
Indian Foreign Minister Pranab Mukherjee said Delhi would “never give up the demand that the perpetrators of terror acts
should be extradited to India”.
He said only “transparent and verifiable [investigations] in Pakistan can unveil the full conspiracy”. Mr. Miliband has also
spent three days in India on his visit and gave a key speech at the Taj Palace hotel - site of one of the Mumbai attacks.
The BBC’s Barbara Plett in Islamabad says that so far Mr. Miliband’s message has been very clear. He has disagreed with
Indian accusations that Pakistan’s state institutions were involved in the Mumbai attacks and has not supported Indian
demands for the extradition of militant suspects. But he has said there is no doubt the attack originated in Pakistan and he
has repeatedly stressed that Islamabad must bring the suspects to trial and punish them if they are found guilty.
”Our correspondent says that this seems to be the consensus among other countries India has approached, seeking
international backing for its demands that Pakistan take action,” said Plett.
Delhi has blamed Pakistan-based militant group Lashkar-e-Taiba for the attacks on India’s financial capital and believes
“official agencies” played a part.
Both Lashkar-e-Taiba and the Pakistani government have denied any involvement.
Pakistan said it had so far arrested 71 people in a crackdown on groups allegedly linked to Mumbai. Interior ministry
chief Rehman Malik said officials had also shut several schools run by a charity linked to Lashkar-e-Taiba. Meanwhile
grieving for his friend, Alex Chamberlen moves on while the world waits.

4 of 5

11.5.2013 23:01

