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“India – D-Company and the Underworld of Mumbai”

Mumbai — the city of dreams, light, and relentless ambition. Beneath its glimmering skyline and teeming streets lies a parallel city, one composed not of glass and steel, but of secrecy, fear, and allegiance. For decades, this unseen metropolis has pulsed to the rhythm of the underworld — a shadow economy born from smuggling, honed by extortion, and globalized through narcotics, terrorism, and trade. At its dark heart stands one name, whispered but seldom forgotten: Dawood Ibrahim, the architect of D-Company, India’s most enduring criminal empire.  

This book traces the astonishing evolution of that empire — from the alleyways of Dongri to the gilded sanctuaries of Dubai — revealing not only the man and his syndicate but the ecosystem that allowed them to thrive. It is the story of how India’s financial capital became a crucible for crime, and how law, commerce, politics, and celebrity were entangled in its orbit.  

To understand D-Company, one must first understand Mumbai itself. The city’s underworld did not emerge overnight; it grew in the narrow spaces between survival and aspiration. In the 1950s and 1960s, as India’s economy struggled with protectionist policies and shortages, smuggling became the lifeblood of opportunity. Gold, electronics, and fabrics found their way through the docks, greased by bribes and fear. Among the small-time smugglers, one community dominated — the Pathans, whose control of docks and transport made them indispensable. Under the tutelage of figures like Haji Mastan, Karim Lala, and Varadarajan Mudaliar, Mumbai’s first generation of dons built a framework of organised crime that resembled a business more than a gang.  

Into this structure walked Dawood Ibrahim Kaskar, son of a police constable, who would transform the chaotic enterprise of street crime into a disciplined, multinational corporation of illegality. By the 1980s, Dawood’s D-Company had supplanted its predecessors through ruthless efficiency and a modern understanding of the underworld as enterprise. His men traded in everything from narcotics to real estate, film financing to match-fixing, and eventually, through his international links, weapons and terror.  

The state, busy with political instability and economic transition, often appeared a step behind. Police officers were transferred, investigations stood still, and at times, the line between enforcement and collusion all but vanished. In these spaces of ambiguity, D-Company thrived. Dawood learned early that fear inspires obedience, but money buys complicity. He bought both, lavishly.  The 1993 Bombay bombings marked the most violent punctuation in the narrative — an act of orchestrated retribution that transformed Dawood from crime lord to global pariah. Yet, even in exile, his reach remained. Dubai, Karachi, and countless offshore accounts bore testimony to a syndicate that transcended geography.  

As India modernised, the visible face of the underworld changed — its foot soldiers became entrepreneurs, its safehouses became condominium towers — but the mechanisms of control, influence, and intimidation endured. In many ways, D-Company mirrored the city it dominated: adaptive, resilient, and endlessly evolving.  

This exposé will dismantle the mythology surrounding Dawood and his network to reveal the machinery beneath. Each chapter peels away a layer of myth and misdirection to uncover how crime became institutionalised in postcolonial urban India. Through court documents, journalistic accounts, law enforcement records, and survivor testimonies, this book reconstructs the timeline and the psychology of India’s most secretive empire.  

Because in the end, the story of D-Company is not merely about one man’s fortune or fate — it is about the world that permitted him to exist.  
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Birth of the Underworld 

Mumbai’s Shadow Economy

At dawn, the Arabian Sea rolls heavy against the old docks of Mumbai. Even beneath the tang of salt and diesel, one can still catch the scent of the city’s past — the smell of iron, sweat, and contraband. Long before the neon glow of high-rises and film premieres, this waterfront was the beating heart of a far less celebrated trade: the smuggling that built the city’s first invisible fortunes.  

In the years following India’s independence in 1947, Mumbai — then Bombay — occupied a contradictory space. It was the jewel of a newly sovereign nation and yet, burdened by colonial-era infrastructure and bureaucratic policy, it found itself unable to provide the very prosperity independence had promised. The emotional fervor of freedom quickly clashed with the rigidity of economic protectionism. The state determined what goods India would make, buy, or import. Consumer demand, however, obeyed no such discipline.  

Into this gap between need and prohibition, the underworld crept in.  

Seeds in a Scarcity Economy  

The 1950s and early 1960s were defined by scarcity. The government’s “License Raj” enforced crushing restrictions on imports, and gold imports in particular were tightly prohibited to preserve foreign reserves. Yet cultural and religious demand for gold was so deeply embedded that the metal continued to flow — silently — through coastal edges. It came from Dubai, Singapore, and the Gulf; small shipments carried by sea in hidden compartments of fishing trawlers, secretly unloaded near Mumbai’s peninsula, and quietly distributed to jewellers across the city.  

What began as opportunistic smuggling soon evolved into organised enterprise. Neighbourhoods such as Dongri, Nagpada, and Bhendi Bazaar became both the arteries and the lungs of this invisible economy. The men who ran it were not yet called dons — they were traders, brokers, and “operators.” But they understood power: whoever controlled the docks, controlled Bombay’s underground wealth.  

The First Generation of Dons  

The earliest identifiable figures in this shadow economy were Haji Mastan Mirza, Karim Lala, and Varadarajan Mudaliar — names now woven into the mythology of the city. Each emerged from a different background, representing the diversity of Bombay itself.  

**Haji Mastan**, born into a poor Tamil Muslim family, came to Bombay as a boy and found work unloading cargo at the docks. Sharp-eyed and strategic, he recognized that opportunity lay in importing what the government forbade. Soon, his operations were funding fleets of boats and bribing officials to look the other way. Mastan treated smuggling as legitimate business, keeping meticulous accounts and cultivating public respectability through philanthropy and film connections.  

Karim Lala, an Afghan Pathan, entered the picture through gambling and moneylending circuits. His influence in the mill districts and control over labor unions made him indispensable to both politicians and industrialists. His men offered “protection” — a euphemism that concealed extortion and violence behind the rhetoric of community security.  

Varadarajan Mudaliar, a migrant from Tamil Nadu, built his empire in the city’s central districts. Known as “Varda Bhai,” he fused the local Tamil underclass into a disciplined network. He handled bootlegging, extortion, and bet-fixing with the same efficiency as an industrial firm.  

By the mid-1960s, these three men functioned less as rivals and more as collaborators, informally dividing Mumbai’s territory into zones of influence. They kept the peace because peace meant profit. The police were not blind: they were simply complicit. Small payments, favors, and loans ensured silence at key checkpoints.  

The City’s Silent Compact  

To understand how Mumbai tolerated — even relied upon — these figures, one must recognise the social compact that formed between the legitimate and illegitimate spheres. The underworld supplied what the formal economy could not. Import restrictions had made electronics, cosmetics, and even film equipment scarce. Black market goods became the backbone of consumer aspiration. Middle-class families were not unaware that the radio or watch they bought might have arrived through illegal networks. They simply did not care.  

Smuggling thus acquired a curious respectability. The dons became local benefactors — distributing charity during festivals, financing housing repairs, intervening in neighborhood disputes. Their power seemed paternal rather than predatory. The city’s newspapers reported arrests and seizures, but public imagination romanticised the smugglers as Robin Hood-like outlaws operating at the margins of a flawed system.  

Law Enforcement and Lethargy  

The Bombay Police of the era struggled with poor coordination and political interference. Many officers were transferred frequently or lacked resources to pursue major investigations. Moreover, the moral lens of society itself was hazy: the term “organised crime” had yet to be legally defined. Enforcement agencies often viewed smuggling as a manageable economic nuisance rather than a threat to internal security.  

This underestimation would prove costly. By the late 1970s, the networks that had trafficked in gold and foreign goods were expanding into narcotics and weapons. Their finances grew more sophisticated; their hierarchies mirrored corporate structures. The same docks that had received contraband now laundered cash through export businesses.  

The Migrant and the Machine  

It was within this environment that a young man named Dawood Ibrahim Kaskar came of age. The son of a police constable from Dongri, Dawood grew up at the junction of law and lawlessness. To him, the local dons were not villains but power made flesh. Their cars, their entourages, their sway over the neighborhood instilled in him both fascination and ambition.  

By the time he was a teenager, Bombay had already begun to change again. The port was expanding, textile mills were mechanising, and unemployment among working-class youth was rising. Smuggling provided not only income but identity — a sense of belonging for those left adrift by the city’s modernisation.  

The older dons maintained a gentleman’s code, but the new generation — street-hardened, impatient, and less bound by loyalty — demanded their share. Dawood stood for this shift: younger, more aggressive, more willing to sidestep tradition for scale.  

An Economy of Shadows  

By the early 1980s, the line between the legitimate and illegitimate economies in Mumbai had all but disappeared. Black money fueled construction, financed films, and infiltrated politics. Where there was profit, there was complicity. Smugglers began to see themselves not as criminals but as entrepreneurs denied official legitimacy. The city’s ethos rewarded hustle; legality was negotiable.  

This was the soil in which D-Company would take root — a city desensitised to corruption, conditioned to admire those who prospered outside regulation. The underworld was no longer a parallel system; it had become an extension of the formal one, operating through the same logic of risk and return.  

Legacy of the First Era  

When Haji Mastan retired from active smuggling and Varadarajan returned to Chennai, they left behind more than empty warehouses — they left a blueprint. The blueprint was simple: combine fear with financial sense, find influence across political lines, and maintain public respect through calculated generosity. Most importantly, make yourself indispensable to the city’s economic rhythm.  

Dawood Ibrahim studied this model closely. He would modernize it. Where they had used muscle, he would use networks. Where they balanced books in notebooks, he would leverage international banking. The age of the romantic smuggler was ending; the age of the syndicate was about to begin.  

As Mumbai looked more outward — to the Gulf for trade, to America for culture — its underworld did the same. The sea that once brought contraband now promised global reach. The boy from Dongri saw it and understood: the next empire would not be built in a warehouse, but across continents.  

The city was ready. So was he.  
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Mumbai (Bombay) in Transition 

From Smugglers to Syndicates

By the late 1970s, Bombay was a city straining against its own seams. The mills, once the lifeblood of its working population, groaned under obsolescence and labour unrest. The docks churned with cargo and corruption in equal measure. The scent of salt and oil hung heavy in the air, but beneath it was a new perfume — the sharp tang of money on the move. Bombay was shifting from an age of individual smugglers to that of criminal corporations, from colourful folk-heroes to faceless syndicates ruled by hierarchy, networks, and ambition.

Economic Shifts and Urban Decay

The economic policies of post-Nehruvian India had outlived their utility. By the late twentieth century, restrictions intended to protect domestic enterprise were instead stifling it. Inflation soared, unemployment spread, and the black market became a default mechanism for both consumption and survival. Gold smuggling, which had been the lucrative preserve of the Haji Mastan generation, lost some glamour when government liberalisation began to loosen controls. Smuggling routes still operated, but margins shrank, and competition grew brutal.

At the same time, Bombay was physically transforming. Real estate prices ballooned, the textile mills began their long decline, and urban land — especially in areas like Byculla, Parel, and Mahim — became the most fought-over commodity since gold. Factories closed, displacing thousands of workers; entire families suddenly found themselves dependent on the informal economy. Out of such despair, the underworld recruited easily. It was no longer the domain of a few smugglers controlling the docks — it was an ecosystem spanning smuggling, gambling dens, contract killings, extortion, counterfeit currencies, and nascent drug trade routes.

The Erosion of the Old Order

The so-called “gentleman dons” — Mastan, Lala, and Varadarajan — had, by this time, reached a waning phase. Their influence rested upon personal charisma and old codes of respect. They had exerted control through reputation as much as muscle, still tethered to community values that, paradoxically, kept violence within prescribed limits. But Bombay's underworld was learning from abroad. As communication and travel improved, criminal methods globalised. Financial transactions grew more complex; money laundering replaced simple cash exchange, and criminal cooperation extended from Delhi to Dubai.

The younger generation — hungrier, less romantic — began challenging the old hierarchy. They brought to crime the same efficiency and competitiveness that legitimate businesses were beginning to discover under market pressures. Deals were struck over telephones rather than teacups, and discipline was enforced through fear rather than fraternity. At the centre of this evolution stood an increasingly notorious young man from Dongri: Dawood Ibrahim.

Rise of a New Operator

Dawood was not the first to realise that the underworld had to adapt or perish, but he was the first to act with the clarity of one building an institution rather than an empire of personality. He had started, as many young offenders did, in the petty business of street-level theft and smuggling, allegedly working under or alongside men connected to the remnants of Karim Lala’s Pathan gang. But even early
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