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Mumbai is a symbol of the incredible energy and 
optimism that defines India in the 21st century . . . 
The Taj has been the symbol of the strength and the 
resilience of the Indian people . . . The resolve and 
resilience of the Indian people stood in stark contrast 
to the savagery of the terrorists

president Barrack obama

on 26 november 2008 (26/11), 10 terrorists 
representing the pakistani extremist out-
fit lashkar-e-taiba (let), travelled over 

500 miles through the arabian sea from Kara-
chi to mumbai, and laid siege to parts of india’s 
‘maximum city’ with nearly two crore residents. 
the attack, planned with military precision, killed 
166 innocent people and injured over 300. amid 
resounding gunfire in the heart of south mum-
bai, operation Black tornado, led by the national 
security guards (nsg) of the government of india, 
neutralised the terrorists. nine of the terrorists 
were killed, and one, mohammed ajmal Kasab, 
was caught alive while trying to escape.

of all the places targeted in mumbai, the one 
where the fight with the terrorists lasted the lon-
gest was at the taj mahal palace hotel. like opera 
house to sydney, and the eiffel tower to paris, for 
over 113 years, the taj has been a prominent sym-
bol of mumbai. even before the gateway of india 
was built in 1924, the hotel was the most outstand-
ing structure on the Bombay coastline. in attacking 
the taj and trying to destroy its century-old heri-
tage wing, especially the historic dome, let wanted 
to leave a visible scar on the success story of india 
inc that was epitomised by one of the oldest insti-
tutions synonymous with mumbai and its history. 
over 1,200 guests and 600 employees were inside 
the hotel for functions as diverse as a high profile 
wedding reception, a Bohra muslim wedding, uni-
lever ceos global meet with 30 senior leaders from 
unilever worldwide, and two other corporate meet-
ings. the indian, chinese, Japanese – indeed all the 
restaurants – were full that wednesday evening, 
when the first gunshots were heard.

there are three lessons that companies and 
institutions can learn from the taj in the light of 
their response to the terror attack. firstly, the way 
in which ratan tata and the entire management 
of the taj, handled the aftermath. it was the most 
mature response to an event of that magnitude. 
what left most people spellbound was that within 
three weeks of the attack, the taj once again 
opened its doors to welcome guests. it was sym-
bolic of defiance coupled with courage. secondly, 

the response towards their employees. typi-
cally, when two-thirds of a hotel is closed down, 
any organisation would retrench some part of its 
employee-base, as large as 1,800 people. however, 
the taj didn’t. not a single person was retrenched. 
instead, the period was used to further train the 
employees and raise service levels. many were 
transferred to other taj properties so that they 
could continue their good work. lastly, the man-
ner in which the tatas decided to take care of the 
families of the deceased, not only the employ-
ees but also from the public at large, was beyond  
normal expectations.

these lessons go far beyond a win-win solu-
tion or strategy. they were far beyond any eco-
nomic or even ethical considerations. they were 
in the realm of morality, and bordered upon spir-
ituality. an acknowledgement of this came from 
a person no less than the president of the us. in 
2010, during his historic 10-day visit to india, 
president Barrack obama chose the taj as his resi-
dence in mumbai to show his solidarity with vic-
tims of 26/11. during the visit, he said, “to those 
who have asked whether this is intended to send a  
message, my answer is simply, absolutely!”

Beyond the call of duty
the employees of the taj went way beyond the 
call of duty to save as many guests as possible. 
Krishna Kumar, then vc, taj hotels, remarked 
that all employees knew the exit routes. however, 
it was beyond his comprehension, that in spite of 
that, not a single employee gave in to the natural 
survival instinct and left the premises. Karambir 
Kang, then gm, taj mumbai, called them the real 
heroes of the  taj. even before the nsg comman-
dos could formulate a strategy to safely evacuate 
the guests out of the premises, the employees had 
used their prudence and ensured that they were in 
safe areas, until help arrived. 

chef hemant oberoi’s valiant team formed a 
human chain to protect 60–70 guests while escort-
ing them from wasabi, the Japanese restaurant, 
down the spiral steps into the kitchen, and out. 
thomas Varghese (head waiter), Vijay Banja (exec-
utive chef), hemant talim, Kaizad Kamdin and 
zaheen mateen (chefs), and rajan Kamble (engi-
neer), employees serving the hotel in different 
capacities for many decades, voluntarily faced the 
line of fire while evacuating guests through the 
exit routes of the labyrinthine taj. they laid down 
their lives by blocking the gunmen’s path, and were 
spewed with bullets from those vengeful weapons. 

lessons from 26/11
The darkest cloud with a thick silver lining

The author has been 

visiting scholar, Harvard 

Business School; 

and fellow, Harvard 

University. His column 

is based on various 

extracts taken from 

his book win-win 

corporations published 

by Penguin Random 

House, 2017

d r  s h a s h a n K 

s h a h



Busi n e ss i n di a u the m aga zi n e of the cor por ate wor ld Guest Column

u 77 u

decemBer 4 -17, 2017

paying for this. there were some people who had  
nobody to pay their bills. there was this dilemma 
as to whether the patient was connected to 
the tragedy at the taj in any way. at that time, 
Krishna Kumar walked into the crisis room set-up 
to handle emergencies with a message from 
ratan tata: the taj should not distinguish while  
helping people, whether security forces, police, fire ser-
vice, hotel employees, guests of the taj or the general 
public, whether killed or wounded. tata had decided 
to form a trust to pay for everybody injured in the city  
during 26/11. 

the taj public service welfare trust was 
announced on 15 december 2008, only 17 days 
after the disaster. Besides ihcl, the sir dorabji tata 
trust and sir ratan tata trust committed a sig-
nificant initial contribution to the newly formed 
trust. ratan tata himself was a part of the board 
of trustees that included Krishna Kumar and ray-

mond Bickson, among 
others. tata instructed the 
team to go to every hospi-
tal where the injured were 
being treated. if the hospi-
tal hadn’t taken care of the 
bills, the taj would do the 
needful. Besides a number 
of other relief measures, 
the company decided that 
the families of the taj 
employees, who died dur-
ing the attack, would be 
paid their deceased mem-
bers’ salaries for the rest 
of their lives, as well as  
all medical benefits, and 

education for dependents up to the age of 24.
“we may have been knocked down, but not 

out,” ratan tata avowed. to communicate a mes-
sage resonating this spirit, taj ran a three-part 
communication campaign ‘taj forever’, which 
aimed at healing, moving forward, and for com-
municating to the world that ‘taj is forever’. the 
weekend before the taj was reopened, a staff-only 
programme was organised where spiritual lead-
ers from all major faiths conducted prayers and 
healing rituals. for 45 minutes, the names of all 
1,700 employees of the taj mumbai were read out 
to appreciate the unity with which they stood 
behind the company. “Just to hear all our names 
echo in that hall was so reaffirming. it united us 
in a way that went deeper than the usual team-
building programmes,” reminisced Bickson. the 
next day, 1,000 people, including guests, friends 
and family applauded for 15 minutes, tears stream-
ing down many faces, as the 540 taj employ-
ees who were on duty on 26/11 strode proudly 
through the lobby on a red carpet. they were 
the real heroes of a real adventure – the game 
called life.           u

mallika Jagad, the 24-year-old banquet manager 
for the unilever event, and her team, used their 
extraordinary presence of mind, switched off the 
lights and bolted the doors of the banquet room 
where the event was on. for over a dozen hours, 
she and her team took care of the guests who were 
ducking and squatting below the tables. finally, in 
the early hours of morning, they were rescued by 
the fire crew through the windows. and who can 
forget Karambir Kang, the 40-year-old gm of the 
taj? his heroic leadership of the hotel, not only got 
it the Best overseas Business hotel award, but also 
universal appreciation for making the best possi-
ble efforts to save the lives of thousands of guests, 
even when his own family, wife neeti and sons 
uday and samar, were getting asphyxiated on the 
sixth floor of the taj. “You know, at that time, we 
didn’t know the magnitude of the attack, and the 
number of gunmen. were they four or 10? But in 
spite of that, in the given 
circumstances, we just 
took the right decisions 
with whatever knowl-
edge we had. we all 
felt responsible for each 
other and for our guests. 
it’s not that somebody 
was telling them to do 
whatever they did. But, 
independently, in differ-
ent pockets of the hotel, 
they all acted the same 
way. it was remarkable.” 
he believed that what 
happened that day was 
a tangible expression of 
the employees’ belief that the taj was their fam-
ily. the place had given them livelihood, made 
their lives, educated their kids, and enabled them 
to build their homes. “the taj is like a temple. it’s 
revered by the staff.” 

“the reason my people created those human 
chains and essentially put themselves in between 
the terrorists and the guests was that they consid-
ered this hotel as their home. You cannot come to 
my house and you cannot harm my guests because 
they are my family. it was a direct manifestation of 
the indian philosophy that the guest is god,” said 
raymond Bickson, then group md, who was him-
self stuck inside his office for nearly 16 hours. ratan 
tata, Krishna Kumar, and all the senior people from 
the company were standing helplessly on the pave-
ments outside not knowing what was going on 
inside, or how many people had been killed. hun-
dreds of employees from other shifts had flocked to 
the venue, and were squatting on nearby roads.

Like family
post 26/11, a lot of requests for help was came 
in from people, in hospitals, and the taj was 


