MEMORIES ON MY MIND
PALACE ON WHEELS

BY

NALINI JEYAPALAN

 Copyright 2004

1

RAJASTHAN
In the United States, Britain and elsewhere, Indians are servicing universities, hospitals,
and gas stations; and driving the world‟s computers and taxis in New York City, Boston,
San Francisco, Los Angeles and Chicago; they own hotels, motels and restaurants
throughout the United States and are known the world over for their business acumen.
They are among the most hardworking of globetrotters who travel far in search of a new
life, but no less hardworking are Indians they leave behind as the rapid economic
development of the Indian subcontinent shows. We are seeing economic changes in India
that are bound to tilt the geo-political balance of power of the world. India‟s Prime
Minister recently declared that there is no better time to be Indian. Greater times are
forecast for India because Indians are hardworking, intelligent and quest full. I hoped,
perhaps foolishly, that a little bit, of India‟s greatness would rub off on me to give my
sagging self-esteem a boost. I am a Buddhist, a religion founded by the greatest of
Indians; my mother tongue derives from Sanskrit; my ancestors, so the story goes, hail
from North India, not quite sure whether from Bengal or Gujarat. I eat rice and curry,
dosa, idli, and rotis; and I am a vegetarian who, like most Indians, believes that all life is
sacred, not only the cow. I used to wear a sari until I shed it like a snake its skin, but
seldom to wear it again; I like Indian music and dance, though my participation is only in
appreciative watching and hearing. So to India I went in January 2004 to see some of the
great historical monuments of Rajasthan looted and plundered by successive invaders and
to discover signs of resurrection while being surrounded by enemies. Another of my
purposes was to listen to Indian speech and catch the forgotten rhythm and lilt after being
exposed to an alien language whose accent and tone I now imitate or try very hard to. To
say it briefly, I needed to resurrect my own ethnic status and identity to bolster this
corroding thing called “ego” that had taken a tumble in the last thirty years.
We flew to Mumbai and onward to New Delhi on Air India. My travel agent cautioned
that Air India does not have the reputation of either good service or punctual departure
and arrival. Yet so strong was my urge to restore self-esteem, I wanted to connect right
from the beginning. I was willing to exchange the promise of efficiency of a western
airline for the chance of traveling among my own people. On the Air India flight, we two,
my husband and I, were not the only ethnic minority people in a planeload who perhaps
wonder whether this odd couple are connected to the Al Queda because he looks like
many of the 9/11 hijackers. On the Air India flight, we did not stand out like two brown
pelicans amidst a frenzy of seagulls. We were traveling in a planeload of my people:
passengers, stewardesses, pilots and ground crew. Most of all, they were all eager to talk
to me not because they wanted to discover a linkage to a terrorist organization, but
because I am Indian like almost everyone else on that flight.
I was also looking forward to a vegetarian menu that is not an insipid concoction of a
vegetable curry on a bed of boiled rice or a small bowl of shredded lettuce and a wisp of
tomato and cucumber. On the Air India flight, I feasted on dosa, raita, vegetable korma
and vegetable pulao made of Basmati rice. I drank as many cups of Darjeeling tea as I
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wanted. The most pleasing aspect of this quest full journey was that the passengers to the
right of me, to the left, the one in front and behind were all my people.
We continued our air travel from Mumbai to New Delhi in shared anxiety, warned again
of flight delays because of dense ground fog surrounding the Delhi airport at that time of
year. Would a representative of the travel agency meet us at the airport? We did not have
the coupons or tickets to show five days of reservations at the Grand Intercontinental in
New Delhi or the week of travel through Rajasthan by the Palace on Wheels. We had
paid for all these reservations and received only a letter from our travel agent in Chicago
to acknowledge the transaction. What if no one showed up? Anecdotal accounts of
disasters and mishaps of other tourists in similar circumstances rang in our ears. But an
executive travel facilitator, Ashwin, met us at the airport and drove us to the Hotel. We
were most impressed by his gentle manner, a characteristic we observed in most who we
met in the two -week sojourn in India. The gracious welcoming of bowed head, palms
brought together in front of the heart and the softly uttered, “Namaste” greeted us in
every new place that we visited. We observed the humbleness that characterized
Gandhi‟s disposition in those who served us. We saw it in the attendants, taxi drivers,
tour guides and waiters. Collectively, they defined the gentleness and friendliness that
tourists observe on the vast Indian subcontinent; they communicate the true grandeur of a
nation so steeped in history. The people of India, because of the millenniums of
civilization have learned to take in stride the joy of victory and the pain of defeat. Most
Indians have inherited from family and society the friendly smile to greet strangers who
venture among them.
In Delhi, people were scurrying along the streets like an army of ants, each engrossed in
an unshared mission; most on foot trying to get from one congested place to another. In
this confusing melee, peddlers were trying to sell you some small trinket or artifact at a
ridiculously low price.

A typical street in Delhi India
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We stepped aside to watch the crowds milling past because we were uncertain in which
direction to go to the nearest phone kiosk. There were many riding bicycles, some
carrying a passenger, and some riding three wheelers; perhaps the more affluent were
trying to navigate in the not so safe confines of their cars. I saw no road rage even though
the cars were often traveling not much faster than the bicycles. While watching
haphazard lines of cars, tricycles, bicycles and human traffic flowing in every direction
along the streets of Delhi, I wondered how these people avoided crashing into each other.
How was it that there were no accidents at every street corner? We did not see a single
vehicular accident on the streets during our two- week sojourns through parts of Uttar
Pradesh and Rajasthan. If there had been even one, I wondered how swiftly the police
would arrive and how might an ambulance pull alongside? Perhaps living amidst chaos
and mayhem day after day gave Indians the mental and physical resources to cope.
Perhaps also, the daily challenges that they confronted enabled them to solve problems of
life far better than those less challenged? If so, no country in its right mind would
voluntarily adopt this tortuous formula in its development plan. Is India unknowingly
raising a population of boardroom executives?
The telecommunications industry is advancing in leaps because there is no need to erect
telephone lines to connect one caller to another; wireless service has linked India from
North to South and East to West. Indians laughingly told us that even village women who
are illiterate walk around with cell phones; they know enough to rent the phone for a fee
or use it themselves if they need to. We found a phone kiosk, a hole in the wall with two
booths inside; for ten rupees, about twenty-five cents in dollar value, we called the United
States and heard those we wanted to loud and clear.
The indefatigable work ethic of the Indians was not destroyed by centuries of foreign
domination. India has absorbed one foreign culture after another, adapting each to suit its
own needs and moving on more invigorated and energized. These invasions have also led
to divisive outcome: Hindu vs. Moslem, Christian vs. Hindu; however, India benefited
from the sagacity of her political leaders, men like Gandhi and Nehru, who inherited the
government upon the departure of the British. They knew how to cement the great
divides; they appealed to our common humanity, ignoring for the most part the veneers of
caste, creed, community and religion. English was retained as the commercial language,
a wise move indeed. As the country enters an age of globalization, Indians are better able
to compete in the emerging economic order. There are Indian writers who produce
English literature that are now among the finest in the English language; editorials in the
Hindustan Times, an English language daily, are as good as and often better than those in
the Boston Globe or New York Times. The spoken English of Indian youth are being
corrected enabling them to speak English with an Oxford/Cambridge or American accent.
How else did India become a center for outsourcing, the word used to describe the
transfer of American and British telecommunication messaging to mostly India? So
widespread is the practice and so harmful its effect on white collar employment and
wages in the west that outsourcing has become a hot button issue in the national political
debate. There is hardly any talk of the millions of small manufacturing jobs lost to China
and outsourcing of text messaging to European countries, Ireland, for example. The
British and Americans do not protest the transfer of manufacturing jobs by the millions to
China and Taiwan because these jobs involve too much work that they rather not do; but
answering the telephone is up their alley; India poses the challenge to their job preference
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and skills. Even if outsourcing is banned, it will not be able to stop the tidal wave of
globalization the multi-national companies have unleashed. It drives up wages in India
and China to bring about a new equilibrium in the global market place. Basic economic
variables will change to lockstep with emerging economic reality of India and China as
two economic super powers. Great times for the people of these two countries will arrive
because the people, a billion of them in each, are hardworking, who like the Europeans of
bygone centuries are unafraid to venture to distant lands in search of a better life and even
within their own countries work indefatigably. An economic miracle is happening within
India, a country with a billion people. The world will soon be at its door to sell to the
emerging middle class, 75% of who are less than 35 years of age. The Indian workforce
is making a great economic impact in the West. It is not possible to close the door
because the multi-national companies need their contribution as much as the Indians need
them.
Indians who ventured abroad seldom forget the kith and kin they left behind. A large
portion of India‟s balance of payments surplus is credited to the monthly remittances of
Indians from around the world to sustain families back home. These remittances enrich
the extended family and enhance the wealth of the nation.
I went to India with so many objectives in mind: to see the historical glory of Rajasthan;
to shop for Indian merchandise, to make a few Indian acquaintances, to experience
authentic Indian cuisine, and also judge for myself the progress India is making toward
becoming a global superpower. In the dining room of the Grand Intercontinental in New
Delhi, I saw a Sikh family dining at the adjoining table. I walked over to make an
acquaintance and also talk about their shopping experience. After a brief introduction, I
asked for information on shopping venues: where do the locals shop?
“Go to Karol Bagh,” the older of the two ladies said. “There you‟ll find everything you
want and a whole lot more, all at reasonable price; however, you must bargain to get the
best possible price. Don‟t be afraid to walk away, if you see that the shopkeeper is keen
to sell. He‟ll call you back if he can lower the price. And if he doesn‟t, what do you have
to lose? There are so many shops and you now have an idea of the value of the article.

Sidewalk Vendors
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It‟s difficult to find parking there. Tell your driver to come back for you at an appointed
time to a certain place. For jewelry, you might also try the South Extension if you can‟t
find what you are looking for in Karol Bagh. For more stylish attire, walk from here to
Conaught Street- only a few blocks away, at most.”
On the following day we rented a car from our travel agents. With unlimited miles it cost
us forty dollars for four hours. Our destination was Karol Bagh: a shopping Mecca of
unparalleled confusion- cars, trucks pedestrians and little shops closed in on all sides;
main streets and side streets crisscrossed; pedestrians busily and noisily hurried along as
if their lives depended on the task in mind. It turned out to be an experience that we never
had before. Behind the tangle of pedestrians, peddlers and pavement stalls, there were an
unbroken array of boutiques selling all kinds of merchandise, mostly textiles. The many
textile shops sold silks, pashmina, wool, cashmere, fine cotton, hand- embroidery, cloth
encrusted with sequins, mirrors and beads; clothing such as shawls, sarees, lehengas,
cholis, jackets, blouses and dupattas, of exquisite design and glittering color, piled high in
neat stacks. Rolls of textiles lined the walls without space to insert one more. The mind
was baffled by the vastness of a selection never before seen. Not knowing what to do in
the midst of this bewildering gorge of shops and sidewalk merchandisers, we went into
the first shop we saw after alighting from the car. A man seated cross-legged on a rug
greeted us with the customary. „namaste‟. Behind him, against the wall that extended all
the way back in this narrow but deep merchandising center were rolls of fabric of
dazzling colors. He was willing to show us more and more of anything that we showed
even a passing interest. A team of two assistants was at his side, sprinting upstairs to
bring even more dazzling cloth and clothing. He was an indefatigable salesman who, by
his willingness to show us more without the least grudge, won us over. I got the uncanny
feeling that his assistants were able to read my mind. Without the least annoyance over
our fastidious search for the best of all possible textiles, they brought more and more

A textile store
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clothing and shawls, and dazzling fabrics bewildering us even more and further delaying
the selection. Other shoppers must have shared my predicament; how to make a selection
when it was unlike anything I had seen before. My husband worried about the damage to
the plastic and how to take it all back to United States? Muttering such thoughts hoping
they would somehow reach my deaf ears, he paced back and forth paying scant attention
to this arousing spread.
Merchants whose shops lined the narrow streets of Karol Bagh have perfected the art of
show and tell merchandising. In every shop we heard the same exuberant tale that the
spread was the best that money can buy and we would have to pay much more for the
same merchandise elsewhere. Each warned us that other merchants often sold throws and
shawls of cheap wool and described them cashmere or pashmina. It dawned on me that I
could not tell the difference and would have to trust the merchant. I purchased three
cashmere throws and ten cashmere and pashmina scarves. Those I did not were in ruffled
heaps scattered all over the place. How swiftly those textiles were scooped up, neatly
folded and taken away by the two attendants who moved like puppets activated by
telepathic command. The owner advised us to go elsewhere, to a mall, for the rugs and
carpets.
“You‟ll find a better selection there,” he said.
We heeded his advice and went back to where our car was waiting. Already more than an
hour had passed in haggling and purchasing. The car was available only till noon. We left
Carol Bagh and were driven to a more secluded shopping center with stores that sold
mostly clothing and rugs.
The sales tactics at the carpet store that we walked into were even more compelling than
those of the textile shops in Karol Bagh. The shopkeeper said, “Be seated, madam,”
pointing to a row of cushioned chairs against a wall. It seemed like a social call because
he talked of so many things that were unrelated to carpets and rugs such as life in the
United States. An attendant brought in a tray containing four cups of Kashmiri tea. In the
center of the room there was space for a dance soon to begin. With a flourish of his broad
hands and, and perhaps by discreet signal, two attendants were summoned. They waltzed
into our presence each bearing rolls of hand-knotted rugs of silk, pashmina or wool in
different shapes, color and patterns. Some were wall rugs and others, for the floor. In
lithe movements of hands and feet, each rug was unfolded and held up high. If we
showed an interest in one, the others were quickly abandoned; the two held up the one we
liked most and circled around, gently swaying it back and forth to show the change of
color and iridescence before our stunned eyes. The silk rugs have a sheen that is best seen
when the rug is swayed by gentle movement of feet and hands. The green, blue, red,
yellow and orange changed color from dark to light, gleaming and beaming at us in
imperative command: “Buy!”
“This one,” the proud owner said, “has two hundred and forty knots per square inch.
Hand woven rugs are priced according to intricacy of design, richness of color, and fiber,
number of knots in a square inch and the country of origin. There can be as many as 1000
knots in a square inch and the more knots, the more expensive the rug.”
“Push your fingers in to the pile. High density piling makes a rug that is durable,” said
the owner. “See, you do not feel the fabric backing because the pile is so dense. Look at
the back of this rug! The back and front look almost the same. If this is used as a floor
rug, flip it over when your guests arrive; they will not know the difference. Your rug is
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better preserved. It also wears well because the pile is so dense. At the same time see the
attention to detail of the design. These rugs are hand-knotted and hand dyed. The natural
vegetable dyes used are absorbed unevenly; therefore, no two rugs look the same. Silk
rugs are the most expensive and so are those woven in Iran.”

Woman weaving a rug

The assistants were holding up another rug, a silk beauty that took almost two years to
hand craft, we were informed. I, who cannot fix a button without lament marveled at the
tireless fingers and dexterous hands that knotted so intricate a design in a rainbow of
vibrant color. I passed by all these expensive creations and bought a much smaller rug in

Hand woven tapestry

8

a spectrum of color to suit the décor of my living room. Its palette of black, ochre,
caramel, blue and terra cotta were coordinated very well.
“It‟s made from the wool of the mountain goat,” the man said. “There is some silk too in
it because it is made to hang on the wall.”
It was meticulously handcrafted of pashmina wool pile highlighted with accents of silk.
Several rows of decorative design defined the border; the innermost was a scalloped
motif, the immediate frame resembling an arched window for the main design within
featuring two peacocks and two peahens. The two smaller peahens, heavily outlined in
black, partly concealed the two gorgeous peacocks done in muted blue to blend with the
earth tone palette of the background inside the borders. I did not have the expertise to
know how precious this small rug was. Dollars were exchanged and it was transformed
into a small package. The rug was folded, over and over again, into a neat square and
fitted into a zippered canvas bag that could easily be fitted in the overhead bin of a plane.
“Now, it‟s a flying carpet,” the owner said to my husband who had earlier informed him
that he was only interested in a flying carpet.
Those rugs we did not buy were briskly rolled and put away.
In another shop I said softly hoping that my husband who was standing a few feet away
would not hear,
“I like to see some shawls.”

Pashima & Silk shawls

Shawls of different shape, size, color, and texture were set down in piles before my
stunned eyes: pashmina shawls, cashmere shawls, silk shawls and fine cotton shawls; an
array never before seen, not even in the first shop where I purchased several. The
woolens of India, like it Maharajahs, have a long history dating back to many centuries;
shawls may even go back a millennium. Archeologists have unearthed ancient sculptures
of men wearing shawls in the same fashion as they now do. In India, both men and
women wear shawls and mantles. They are as fastidiously crafted as the palaces of the
maharajahs, initially under their patronage. Shawls are draped over the shoulders in
ruffles, wrapped round the hips, swung around the neck, across the arms, over the head,
and even across the face in the desert of Jaiselmar. A woolen shawl is either functional or
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ornamental: if wrapped around the upper body it kept you warm in cold weather. Those
put to ornamental use are either appliquéd, sequined, embroidered, or embossed and
made of fine cotton, silk or wool. Some are woven in fastidious design and made of
pashmina wool, the soft wool on the underbelly of the mountain goat or Ibex, sometimes
selling in excess of ten thousand dollars, the shopkeeper informed us. The inexpensive
shawls that we could afford tended to be plain; those we could not afford were of
gorgeous color and woven with designs along the border, some with end panels of
decorative flowers and leaves adding a higher level of sophistication to their appearance
and more dollars to the purchase price. The dyes used in all these textiles are natural,
extracted from plants and insects, said the shopkeeper. There are five or six basic colors,
and by mixing these basic colors the weavers developed many more shades.
Our next destination was a jewelry store in the South Extension where 22 carat gold
bangles, bracelets, necklaces, chain, pendants, earrings and other ornaments for the arms,
nose, throat, forehead, ears and feet were displayed on counters by opulent men who
wore many gold rings and necklaces.
“These are all hand-crafted in Jaipur and you‟ll cherish them for years to come,” said the
owner. “We use the highest quality of gold, diamonds, emerald, rubies and sapphires in
our jewelry. Jaipur is the foremost gem cutting and polishing city in the world,” he added.
There was brisk bargaining going on at the next counter. I speculated that when it is the
first sale of the day, there was more willingness on the part of the merchant to lower
prices. So much shopping done, both in Karol Bagh and the shopping arcade within the
Grand Intercontinental, we bought a large suitcase at the Samsonite store in New Delhi to
haul it all back to the United States. We had more purchases to make during our long
travel by the Palace of Wheels through Rajasthan.
The journey across Rajasthan, the state of kings, began on February 4th. Ashwin, the
representative from the travel agency, drove us to the railway station, where a royal
welcoming ceremony awaited, and the roll of ceremonial drums greeted us. We were
garlanded with marigold and jasmines leis by a bevy of beautiful young girls clad in red
sari and festooned with jewelry; one of them placed a tilak on my forehead dipping her
thumb into a dish with a powdered red substance; one by one the guests were so adorned.
These beautiful young girls brought their palms together in front of the heart in
customary Indian salutation and each whispered, “Namaste”. We moved slowly through
an avenue of welcoming people toward the train- the long awaited and much hyped,
The Palace on Wheels. Our baggage disappeared as soon as we alighted from the car,
taking a different route to the assigned cabin. When we arrived in our cabin eventually
after the fuss of welcoming was over, we found our cases neatly placed on a table
assigned for the purpose.
The Palace on Wheels has fourteen salons made of 104 berths; each coach has four
cabins accommodating four couples served by two attendants. Each cabin is modestly
furnished with two beds, a nightstand, small closet and an attached toilet with shower.
The furnishings are brocaded red with gold trimming. It may have seemed luxurious in
the days of Maharajahs and British colonial officers when technology was less advanced,
but to those of us who were from the United States, the amenities on this train were only
modestly regal. Regal, however, was the experience of being served by two turbaned
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The Palace On Wheels

attendants who were willing to bring us a cup of tea or coffee or a snack to eat at any time
of the day or night. All we needed to do was press the button beneath the light switch in
the cabin and the genii materialized without the puff of smoke but wearing a broad smile.
The three other couples in our coach were from Switzerland, Australia, and England.
Breakfast was served in the small lounge that we four couples shared, an arrangement
that brought this small group together every morning for one week. Over a cup of tea or
coffee and either a continental or full breakfast, we exchanged greetings and also
discussed world news; and there was so much news because of the war in Iraq, a war
from which we were distanced both literally and metaphorically. The consensus of
opinion among most we talked to during this odyssey was that the Americans were
becoming a trifle too arrogant. One man offered an explanation that made sense.
American foreign policy has always been simplistic, centered on one large antagonistic
issue; formerly communism and now terrorism.
The two attendants took care of all our needs. They tidied up our rooms, twice a day, took
away the clothes to be laundered, and ensured that we were amply supplied with soap,
shampoo and towels. Whether it was a letter to be posted, a jacket to be dry-cleaned,
shoes to be polished or pants to be pressed, our wish was their command. The main meals
of the day were served in either the Maharajah or Maharani Restaurant where we got to
meet the other travelers. There was also a bar room for those who wished to snack and
guzzle or sip drinks before lunch or dinner. The dinner menu was long, but service was
swift. One course followed the other in rapid succession. Some passengers sampled each
and every one, eastern and western dishes, smacking lips in appreciation and asking for
seconds or wrinkling noses in quick rejection of the more spicy dishes.
On the first day, the train moved out of the Delhi station at 8 p.m. We were setting out on
a great odyssey through a state steeped in violent history. Our first stop was the pink city
of Jaipur, a distance of about 272 miles from Delhi, so described because the historical
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Ambear Palace

palaces and fortifications and other significant buildings in this city are built of the pink
colored sandstone that abounds in the region. The Rajputs describe their cities by color
pink, golden, white, and blue depending upon the color of the stone or the paint on the
exterior walls and roofs, and we were going to see them all. We were going to Jaiselmer
(near the border with Pakistan), Jodhpur, Udaipur, Chittaugargh and Bharatpur, all in
Rajasthan; and from Bharatpur, crossing over to Uttar Pradesh to see one of the seven
wonders in the world, the Taj Mahal, the enduring monument built in Agra by the
Emperor Shah Jehan in memory of his beloved wife, Mumtaz Mahal.
We traveled mostly by night and went sightseeing by day. The miles between Delhi and
Jaipur rolled away while we slept. It took us a while to get used to the bumpy ride of a
train from a bygone era resurrected and refurbished to look regal. After a breakfast of
fresh fruit, cereal and tea, we were driven in several coaches to the city center. There are
many historical sites within Jaipur and tourism is an important commercial activity.
Jaipur is also a bustling commercial center; its craftsmen are famous for painting and
weaving. We had looked forward to Jaipur because of its worldwide fame for fine
jewelry, brassware, marble and enamel craft and most of all the gorgeous fabric and rugs
woven and hand-knotted in Jaipur by indigenous craftsman. Some of the loveliest rugs
exported from India are made in Jaipur. Jaipur is also the center of jewelry making of
elaborate and unique designs. The shopkeepers boasted that the most fanciful have been
handed down within families for generations. Indeed, the art and crafts of Rajasthan
appear to have been developed under the patronage of the maharajas and the social elite
of a bygone era. Evidence from the statues and paintings showed a passion for selfadornment with jewelry: necklaces, armbands, bracelets around arms, belts around the
waist, diadems, leg bracelets and rings on the fingers and noses. Jewelry adorned both
men and women demonstrating the extravaganza that is so characteristic of India. On the
ancient statues jewelry was profuse even when clothing was scanty.
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Jaipur is said to be the third most beautiful city in the world and indeed it is beautiful. It
seemed as if the whole city was carved from a huge sandstone rock face. The pink
sandstone of which the fort and all the building within are constructed is hard, and may
have seemed impregnable to the Rajput rulers, but the fort that circled the historic city
could not withstand the steady pounding from wave upon wave of enemies: the Moslem,
Moguls and finally the British.
The art and architecture within the city and palace show Moslem and Mogul influences
superimposed on the Hindu because these invaders unlike the British settled down
permanently among the Indians. Beginning in the thirteenth century, we observed an
amalgam of Hindu and Moslem art forms. Subsequently, the Moguls combined both with
their own to make the art and architecture of Rajasthan even grander. Basically, Moslem
and Mogul influence left a profound effect on the art and architecture of India; however,
the preference for figurines, intricate and detailed carving so characteristic of Hindu art
remained. The skilled craftsmen of India who were so bound by tradition could not resist
infusing the elaborate and extravagant character of Hindu art form to enhance the
appearance of Moslem craft. Every available surface of the sandstone with which these
forts and palaces are constructed were often painted or engraved with flowers, elephants,
peacocks, and women wearing necklaces of several rows and beads of many shapes and
color. Men‟s headdresses were also elaborately embellished with jewelry. Maharajahs
often wore jewelry on their turbans and earrings, even necklaces and bracelets. The
people of Jaipur were clad in flashing color; a few wearing fancy traditional finery
intended perhaps to transform a drab landscape of Rajasthan, a state that is 75% desert,
into a more colorful habitat. Jaipuri women like the statues we saw were decked in so
much jewelry. Every visible part of the woman‟s anatomy, nose, hands forehead, and
ankles was decked in ornament. The women concealed much of their faces with the
shawls draped over their heads. The men did not look like the swarthy Rajputs with black
mustaches and long beards. They were mostly clean-shaven, of small stature by western

Diwan-I-Am
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standards and tanned brown by the relentless sun that shines down hot even in the winter
months. Nearly all the men wore turbans; many of bright flaming colors: red, orange and
yellow. They were not as fastidiously folded in concertina style and knotted like those
worn by the Sikhs, but rather loosely wrapped around their heads; sometimes a long piece
of cloth, suggestive of unfinished business in turban tying, trailed behind like a streamer.
Prior to the construction of the new city of Jaipur in 1727, and named after its founder,
Maharajah Jai Singh, Amber (pronounced as Ambear) established in 1150 AD was the
capital of this region. In the beginning, therefore, the strong influence of the Hindu art
and architecture prevailed, and the buildings were heavily carved with figures of gods,
gargoyles, and animals amidst floral design. Hindu art flourished up to the 13th century;
and beginning then, the Moslem invasions occurred. War is central to any account of the
culture, art and architecture of Rajasthan. Indeed, martial culture is a defining
characteristic of the Rajputs. A Rajput is associated with such qualities and
characteristics as valor, courage, excellent horsemanship, dexterity with weapons and
ferocious combat skills. Military skills appeared to have been highly prized in Rajasthan
because the state was vulnerable to attack and conquest. For many centuries Rajasthan
experienced a succession of defensive wars to resist invasions. Repeated Moslem
invasions weakened the resistance of the brave Rajput warriors. The might of Mogul
emperors, like Akbar, was too strong to resist. Rajputana was overcome, sacked and
plundered. However, when their resistance weakened, the Rajput rulers adopted a new
strategy that ensured their triumphant survival: if you cannot beat them, join them. The
Moslem rulers, in the course of their long struggle with the Rajputs, also found it
expedient to give status to the conquered with privileges and indulgences; and so enticed,
many Hindus joined Akbar‟s court. More importantly, Raja Bhavan Singh gave his
daughter in marriage to the Emperor, following which many Hindus of the Rajput Court
gave their daughters in marriage to top ranking officials of the Mogul Court. An event of
even greater historical significance was the appointment of Raja Man Singh, a Rajput
general, as Commander-in-Chief of Akbar‟s army. It is Raja Man Singh who built the
palace at Amber. The military alliance between a Mogul emperor and a Rajput general
gave the latter the spoils of war enticing him to more combat and conquest to preserve the
power and glory of the Emperor. The design, style and beauty of the Amber Palace are
testimony to the riches formerly lost to invasion and subsequently acquired by the general
in an alliance of convenience and mutual benefit. It was a brilliant tactical maneuver that
reduced the levels of conflict and destruction; in the long run, it also facilitated the spread
of the Moslem faith throughout the region, a high priority of an evangelical religion like
Islam.
We have seen many palaces and fortifications during our travels worldwide, but none as
impressive as those in Jaipur. The medieval sculpture of the Wells Cathedral, admired, as
the finest in Britain, is plain by comparison. The layout of Amber was cleverly planned
on the crown of the Aravelli Hills and built of the strong sandstone to secure it further
from the enemy. The hills upon which the palace sits are long and low; the appearance is
of a manmade reinforcement of arid terrain without many trees to provide shelter from
the unrelenting sun. There is an air of majesty about these hills, perhaps because of
Amber, that exerts an influence far in excess of their height on the city in its midst. Later,
another Maharaja, Jai Singh I allied with Emperor Jehangir; this alliance enabled him
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also to add more buildings to those already within Amber Fort. This awesome structure
has survived even the neglect perpetrated upon it by the rulers of modern India.
Most of us were too fragile or infirm to trudge the steep pathways paved in stone to the
palaces, temples and other buildings that lay straight ahead of us within the Amber Fort.
We were hauled up on the backs of caparisoned elephants; two on each and a keeper to
lead us up the hilly and tortuous route while making certain that we remained on its back.
The elephant knew what it was required to do, but we on its back did not. Adventure
apart, it broke my heart to see the majestic animals put to so inconsequential a duty. It
was difficult for them to lumber up the hill, and negotiate the sharp corners designed
perhaps to slow down the enemy‟s ascent. I wondered at the skill with which each
elephant moved its hefty body, this way and that, up the incline, along a pathway barely
wide enough for two small sedans to pass each other. Some elephants were even moving
to a side to allow cyclists and the more robust elephants to overtake and the descending
elephants and vehicles to pass by. I was perched up on high, bouncing up and down and
swaying this way and that like a leaf in a storm. Our elephant was young, the keeper
explained, when my husband queried why we were overtaken so often. He had mounted
expecting the elephant to race like a horse! We rode, like the Maharajahs of yore, to the
Jai Pol, the Victory Gate. It was not a regal ride. We were relieved to get down, and if the
elephant could have talk, it might have expressed even greater relief to get us off its back.
The courtyard is immediately within the Victory Gate. Shops and boutiques that sell
mostly the art and crafts of Rajastani artisans occupied the stables and stalls that once
housed the horses and elephants of the Maharaja‟s army. Historical buildings of such
importance in western countries would be appropriately cordoned off and carefully
preserved. The public would be admitted only as sightseers if Amber had been located in
a European capital. None of the precious historical sites in Rajasthan is a cold monument
carefully looked after and conscientiously preserved for the benefit of posterity by the
government; sightseers only admitted to view and move on. The palace grounds are
bustling with commercial activity; the clutter and garbage produced by small boutiques
are to be seen everywhere. Children accost the tourist to sell some small trinket. There
are also small children in glittering attire dancing and prancing about to the drumbeat of
one parent while the other provides the melody on an improvised stringed instrument, a
small gourd with a sound hole and a stick attached to it at one end for the finger board.
The preservation of these historical sites has taken back stage to the need to support the
livelihood of the hapless masses of India.
We climbed a flight of stone steps through the Singha Pol, the Lion‟s Gate, and reached
the Diwan-I-Am, the public assembly hall. Its dome shaped ceiling is of breathtaking
splendor, painted in a design of flowers that looks like lotus and arranged geometrically
in rows and columns. Lofty pillars of pink sandstone support the domed ceiling, so
lavishly hand carved that, the story goes, it aroused the jealously of Emperor Jehangir.
Not wishing to provoke him, they were covered with stucco. However, a small portion
was left uncovered to show how it might have otherwise looked.
Without being seen by the public, the queen and the princesses viewed the proceedings in
the public audience hall below through the peepholes in the exquisitely carved wall that
surrounds and conceals the gallery above the southern doorway. Elsewhere, in the Sukh
Nivas, the pleasure palace, the gardens that once adorned it were in a state of sad neglect.
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Audience Hall

“Over there,” our guide said- pointing to a square shaped piece of bare land in the center
that had no idea of how beautiful it looked in ancient times- “was a large bed of basil.
The wind carried its sweet smell into the royal chambers.”
Bygone years rolled back to reveal not the fears on the faces of the fair ladies upon
hearing news of an invasion, but the pleasure and splendor of their regal lives in more
peaceful times in the elegant surroundings. As I watched in a trance, their lives began to
take shape and dimension. Even without the perfumes that the royal ladies added to these
chambers by their presence, and the absence of the sweet odors from lush bed of basil
wafted by the gentle winds, I could still imagine how enchanting the Sukh Nivas looked
in those days and how pleasure full the encounter between the Maharajahs and their
wives and concubines in this fragrant and romantic setting. The Sukh Nivas I imagined
was steeped in beauty and romance. I wondered how beautiful these women were, what
they talked about, what they wore and where were the jewels and ornaments that adorned
their bodies as they coyly lay in arms of the dazzled maharajas?
Beyond the Sukh Niwas was the Diwan-I-Khas, a private audience hall. The pillars
surrounding were of alabaster ornamented with roses and lilies. Sprays of flowers inlaid
in gorgeous colors reached up to the ceiling and amidst the beautiful blooms that even
surpassed the wonders of nature, butterflies and bees, also intricately inlaid in matching
colors, were poised to drink the pollen.
The domed ceiling of the Diwan was spectacular; the design wrought in small pieces of
glittering mirrors, all fitted together with superb mastery of an art form seldom seen. The
guide said that the glow from a single candle transformed this chamber to look like the
starlit heavens on a moonless night. There were so many such chambers, all as splendid,
where a connoisseur of art could spend days admiring the stone carvings, paintings,
murals, mirror work and marble inlay. There was the Surya Pol, the sunroom, for the
Queen who worshipped the sun, another for dance and musical performances, and yet
another serving as the bathing chambers. Seated within the luxurious chamber designed
for musical performances, the maharaja and his many wives, elaborately decked and
perfumed, listened to the musical performances. Within all these chambers we saw the
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confluence of Hindu and Mogul art forms. My eyes wandered from pillar to step to wall
and back again; now gazing upon the figurines, then upon the murals on the walls and the
carvings on the steps, on the mirror work and marble inlays. I began to see more art, and
then more art, and after hours of seeing so much art, a few of us were fatigued; the
breathless admiration was gone amidst the aches and pains from stiff muscles and sore
limb from walking and climbing; the mind is incapable of seeing and storing so much in
so short a time. A few sat out the guided tour that took us inside royal chambers
commoners would not have been admitted to in those regal times.
We went back to the main courtyard to return to our coaches. Because we were going
down the hill, we did not need elephant power. I was struck by a unique phenomenon that
I noticed, over and over again, in every city and historical site in Rajasthan: humans and
animals lying side by side in peaceful co-existence. Bats were hanging from the crevices
in the walls of this fabulous fort; swallows were nesting in the open spaces along the
hallways of the palace within; dogs were lying about the courtyard in varying states of
stupor and monkeys were watching the flow of humanity from a discrete distance. Each
species was absorbed in its special task, seemingly unhampered and unbothered by the
other.
As we descended, the sun was high in the heavens and even though the glare was
forbidding I turned back several times to take a last glimpse of the monumental Amber
Fort and the ruins of the old Palace amidst a city of grandeur that once stood on this site,
It is a moving sight, and I was affected by sadness seldom before experienced upon
leaving a public monument. The Aravalli hills are long and pink colored; there is hardly
any vegetation, only thorny bushes and a few mangy looking trees. The pink Palace and
Fort upon the old foundation merged into the pink background and sloped gently
downward. It is a landscape that provokes wonder- the towering Fort and Palace amidst
the broad horizon of virtually barren hills. Palaces I have seen elsewhere, but none as
imposing, so aesthetically designed and sturdily built on such a grand scale as the one I
was reluctantly leaving behind, that even in its present state, after centuries of plunder
and looting by medieval invaders and the neglect of modern rulers of India, looked
ravishingly beautiful. How cleverly its layout was planned and the city erected atop the
Aravelli Hills, how sturdily built to survive in the present state after so many assaults
upon its fortifications and how beautifully the ancient artisans carved the pink stonewalls
and pillars into such enduring works of art to survive so well the looting because the
stone pillars, walls and domed ceilings could not be hauled away! How wonderfully this
historical site could be restored by some rich magnates to look like it once did before the
many invasions; and if only the rich western countries intervened so nobly in the internal
affairs of developing countries, how acclaimed they would be by the world for their
compassionate conservation effort!
The history of Rajasthan, and of India, is replete with stories of war and conquest,
plunder and destruction. Yet, every fort conceals palaces and temples that have survived
to show, even in reduced glory, the incomparable art of India that is thousands of years
old made even more beautiful by Moslem and Mogul influence. Warfare, whether ancient
or modern, is a destructive mechanism that without exception is intended to enhance the
wealth of the conqueror. The City of London as we see it today was built in the 19th
century in medieval style with mostly the wealth transferred from a colonized India.
When you stand on the shoulders of giants, you certainly can see far. The great auction
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houses of the world are still selling the historical treasures plundered by Clive and others
like him in the rapacious days of the East India Company; and the museums of the west
display Indian treasures within secured rooms with descriptive labels that do not reveal
how and when they were taken out of India. But India remains triumphant because
thousands of years of civilization, even when interrupted by war and conquest, have
served India well. Its people are mostly unaffected by either the arrogance of a nouveau
riche nation or the despondency of a conquered and subject nation. The country is bound
to take the right direction in the future because of its large and enterprising population
and also because regionalism is in the process of disappearing to create a more unified
nation and people with common cause and purpose.
We mounted the steps of the waiting coaches and I took one final look at this historical
wonder. I tried to imagine the toil of the workers who hewed the pink sandstone from
nearby or distant quarries and hauled them up the Aravelli Hills, in an age when
bulldozers, tractors, cherry pickers and cranes did not exist. We wondered and talked
about how the ancient craftsmen, without the sophisticated tools used today, hewed the
stone into monolithic columns, and slabs and then carved them with elaborate and
intricate designs into walls, graceful archways, and pillars and pillars within pillars of
decorative design of gods and gargoyles and flowers amidst trailing vines- things of such
exquisite beauty. Often not an inch of space in the stone was spared; every little bit of
stone was carved in frieze upon frieze. What artistic skills, human endeavor and effort,
organization, management and control would have gone into the construction of the
palace and fort? How splendid when completed? With what pride the Maharajahs would
have looked upon the vast edifices that they had previously only dreamed about brought
to fruition by their own subjects? Until the fort and palace at Amber materialized before
my astonished eyes nowhere had I seen any of such fantastic hugeness, so lavishly
designed and carved and so painstakingly constructed. What a heritage the maharajahs of
India, their stone masons, artisans, painters and builders bestowed upon the world and
what a legacy they left behind for the people of India? I found a few things to deplore, to
criticize and to denounce. You, the reader, might think that the joyful inheritors of this
legacy might unceasingly care for their inheritance. Such is not the case. Maintenance is
so much easier than construction of these incredible edifices; and yet, the pink fort and
the palace within were not properly maintained. About the whole fortified palace there
hung an atmosphere of neglect, abandon, and pitiful dilapidation. There was such a mindboggling incongruity between the exploitation of the sturdier parts for commercial
purpose by an army of peddlers and the crumbling condition of the remainder. The pink
sandstone was streaked with ribbons of black fungi; the eyes of the scrutinizing visitors
could see cracks and deep fissures that weakened the foundation and walls of this
gorgeous fort; portions of the masonry had fallen; the gardens were not landscaped or
maintained and the hills upon which the fort sits were even denuded of vegetation by
grazing animals; the pathways constructed of stone were riddled with pot holes through
which rainwater could percolate to cause more damage to the structures below.
Fortunately, nature has been kind. These regions do not get too much rain; Rajasthan is
75% arid. I hate to think what these historic sites will look like in a hundred years if left
to languish in the present state of neglect.
The Hawa Mahal or the Palace of Wind that we visited prior to Amber was of unique
architectural design. The front elevation was slightly circular in shape giving it the
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appearance of a huge fastidiously decorated cake of many layers. It is a five-storied
palace built of red sandstone; the exterior wall designed like fluted columns, one atop the
other. The small windows sparingly set amidst the curvatures gave a honeycomb
appearance to the design. Through these small windows the royal women for whom this
edifice was designed and built saw the world without being seen. It was a sorority house
for the royal women of a bygone era, widows, princess waiting to be married, old maids,
the unmarriageable, the old and infirm. Hawa Mahal it was called because, our guide
said, the wind blows through the open windows stirring up the air inside and cooling
tempers within. Because the Palace of Wind was the first historical site we visited, we
greeted each latticed havelis within more enthusiastically than those we later saw in other
palaces, astonished at the stonemason‟s skills that transformed the plane surfaces of
rough sandstone into beautiful carvings.
The capital of this region shifted from Amber to Jaipur in 1727 in the reign of Maharajah
Jai Singh II. He founded the great city that was named after him. It also appeared that
each Maharajah strived to build his palace to look grander than the one in an adjoining
region, and if he inherited the palace from an ancestor, to make it look grander. The
metropolis is rectangular and completely surrounded by a massive wall that we saw from
a distance as the coach was moving along an inner street. The side streets ran
perpendicular to the main streets and the whole city was planned according to this grid.
The guide said that eight gates open this heavily fortified city to the outer world. All the
buildings within the city as well as the Palace are made of the pink sandstone. The Mogul
presence is also more conspicuous here because it was built at a time when its influence
was ascending. The Maharajah Jai Singh II was a learned man: he was an architect,
astronomer, and soldier. He lavished his abundant energy and talent on the City Palace
and the Observatory that he conceived and built and on the contents within each. His
favorite hobby was to observe the heavens and he invented simple astronomical
instruments.

Hawa Mahal
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The observatory, Jantar Mantar, is one of many open-air observatories built by Jai Singh
II. Inside the museum grounds, close to each other, were several masonry structures,
some spherical in shape, some flat and circular, one oblong and another hollowed into the
ground as if carved out by meteoric power. Because the observatory was built in a
bygone century by an Indian maharaja, we thought of it as a unique experience and
contribution to the science of astronomy worthy of inquiry and exploration. Whereas the
other guides who had escorted us around the many sites we had so far seen explained
more than adequately the history of each, speculated upon the intentions of the
maharajahs and even described their motivations and actions, we observed a laxness in
the manner of the guide who escorted us around the grounds of the Observatory. He knew
little about the purpose and use of each edifice; he pointed to the etching alongside a
structure or its circumference or center and dispensed each with summary explanation,
“This instrument was used to tell the time of day, and this one was used to read latitudes,
longitudes, and altitudes and this one shows the position of the stars; and this column
here casts a 45degree angle replicating the angle of the sun in the heaven.”
A huge brass circle was explained as a celestial map designed to guide a wandering
traveler in the desert. A masonry platform sitting in the midst of these intriguing masonry
structures was described as Jai‟s seat. Evidently Jai Singh sat upon this seat and observed
the heavens. I wanted to know more, much more. How did each instrument work to serve
the purpose for which it was designed? The guide indicated that he was as baffled as I
was. Upon seeing my persistence even after the guide had clearly indicated that he did
not know, a lady in our group wisely observed, “I don‟t think he has the slightest idea
what you are talking about,” and so we moved on. After the first few, the structures we
later saw did not engage my attention because the mind kept wondering about those we
had seen before and how each performed. . I had looked forward to the visit and gone
there to understand and celebrate the scientific achievement of an Indian ruler from a
bygone era and his contribution to astronomy. We left the museum without an in depth
understanding of Jai Singh‟s astronomical feats and having only bragging rights of a visit
to the site. A Diwan-I- Am, grand audience hall, housed an armory containing a huge
collection of the Maharajah‟s guns, shields, swords, and even bows and arrows.

Jantar Mantar
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Another chamber converted to a museum contained artifacts that the royalty used in their
everyday lives: beds, palanquins, embroidered and sequined canopies. The City Palace
was in a far better state than Amber Palace.
The Shish Mahal is a chamber of mirrors, reputed to be the finest among such chambers
in Rajasthan, a captivating site for the tourists and a haven for any maharajah with
narcissistic tendencies. We speculated on how often the Maharajah Jai Singh, an
astronomer and a learned man, reposed in there either dwelling upon the secrets of the
universe or simply admiring himself. More pillars of beautifully carved pink sandstone
supported more ornamental ceilings in other chambers, the Chandra Mahal loomed
lovelier than the other buildings and the Mubarak Mahal was more modern looking, all of
which we saw in a short time. When we thought we had seen it all and nothing more
could astonish us, inside a courtyard, we came upon the Peacock Gate. Dancing peacocks
in lifelike dimension, shape, and color were positioned over a gracefully arching doorway
painted with intricate design. Cameras started clicking and many had their photos taken
within the halo of dancing peacocks, the latter looking more alive than the former who
were exhausted from so much sightseeing. The guide informed us that the peacock throne
upon which the last Shah of Iran reposed during state functions was taken from India
during the time of Mogul conquest.
As I lay in my bed that night, I finally had the time to think about all that I had seen and
arrange it into a pattern of coherence. Why was Amber, a precious inheritance, so
neglected by its inheritors? My mind kept going back to the brass statue I saw in a shop
window of the dancing Shiva within a halo of flames. In a world of impermanence and
illusion, creation, preservation and destruction coalesced to exist for one magical moment
in that cosmic dance. The creed of impermanence when pushed to its limits means that,
the long run, we are all dead. Leave things as they are; why bother? The Indian psyche,
especially as it relates to the vast and unmatched historical inheritance bequeathed by the
maharajas, appears to be well tuned to this doctrine of impermanence.
At the start of the journey toward the distant city of Jaiselmer, I realized that I could not
possibly see everything that the more enthusiastic guides, a different one in each city,

The Peacock Gate
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were keen to show and describe. We were seeing so much in such short time. I despaired
when we were made to rush from one site to another with barely time to see and digest
itall. It brought to mind Alexander Pope‟s complaint in similar circumstances,
“The fool that hath been taught to roam,
Excels the fool that hath being kept at home.”
Never before in my travels amidst palaces and fortifications had I seen so many and of
such splendor. There was more to see and, at my age, both body and mind function less
efficiently than if I was twenty years younger. I also wondered what else could possibly
out do that which I had already seen in Jaipur? We were only at the beginning of this
great odyssey through the state rich in history and replete with maharajahs. There was
more to see, a whole lot more, in Jaiselmer, Jodhpur, Udaipur, Bharatpur, Chittaugargh
and Agra in Uttar Pradesh.
The landscape had changed dramatically since we left Delhi. The vast fields of brown
wheat, yellow mustard and poppy, distinguished by its white flowers, amidst borders of
tall trees slipped away into the distance behind us.
“Honorable guests observe the poppy fields!” Our tour manager said pointing in the
direction of the field presenting a sea of white flowers. “The Government of India gives a
permit to these farmers to plant poppy. The crop is harvested and sold back to the
government for medicinal use.” Interesting!
From Jaipur the train took us on a marathon ride across the Thar Desert to the Golden
City of Jaiselmar. The ride, because of the long distance between the two cities, took a
whole night and part of a day to complete.

The Thar Deseart
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It was a bumpy ride because the Palace on Wheels wobbled along this tortuous course of
undulating sand dunes. Some of us were rudely awakened from various stages of troubled
sleep. A few complained of getting hardly any sleep because of the lilting and jolting
throughout the night. Riding west, the landscape of the countryside changed dramatically.
No more tree-lined gravel country roads, fenced fields and livestock grazing in wayside
ditches; fewer and fewer cows and goats alongside the tracks and then, gradually, none at
all.
A major part of Rajasthan lies within the desert. The desert landscape was a new
experience for me. Out there before my eyes was a breathtaking kaleidoscope of stark
desert grandeur in earth tones. Never before had I seen such vast stretches of undulating
golden sand amidst rocky terrain all the way to the horizon, with only a few blades of
grass and bushes that resembled tumble weed sparsely scattered about making the fiery
landscape even more lovely, which is my reaction to spacious wilderness untouched by
man. So barren was this stretch of country that there was no evidence of habitation mile
after endless mile; not a bird in the gray-blue sky above, no footprints below to show the
trek of man. It was winter and yet the golden sun beat down relentlessly, its rays
penetrating the sand and setting it ablaze, the air above shimmering from the rising heat.
The landscape was painted with a thick gold brush streaked with brown and red; the
sandstone was no longer of a pink shade we saw all around us in Jaipur, but of a dull gold
hue. We were being transported into a magic world of the Golden Fort.
Jaiselmar is the biggest city furthest out west in the state of Rajasthan. It is an ancient city
on a major trade route to India. Trade flows were mainly from the Middle East. It was the
city into which the camels rode carrying goods from Afghanistan and beyond. Today,
because of the city‟s proximity to Pakistan, the Indian army secures it. We saw army
barracks, reinforced by barbed wire fences and iron–gates also decked in barbed wire
alongside the street that the coach passed through on the way to the Sonar Quila or the
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Golden Fort. It is called the Golden City because the buildings are constructed of gold
colored sandstone that glows in the sun. The ruined fort and palace, Jaiselmar‟s cultural
heritage, showed the violent and bloody history of this region. Situated on the western
front of modern India, this city suffered more than any other that we saw from repeated
assault by ruthless invaders like the Turks. Every fallen monument and stone is testimony
to its struggle for survival. The walls of the Golden Fort, dating back 800 years, are made
of huge slabs of the golden sandstone evenly cut and so closely placed one atop another
and side by side that they appeared to be welded together; so expertly done that the walls
seemed seamless. Every fort concealed a palace and temples of exquisite design and the
Sonar Quila is a place of many historical treasures. Entrance was gained through one of
four gates: the Suraj Gate, the Ganesh Gate, the Hava Gate and the Akaly Gate. Passing
through the Ganesh Gate, named after the Indian God of wisdom and arts, we found
ourselves in an audience hall. The walls and pillars within are carved or ornamented with
murals and mosaics that have withstood well the ravages of time. We saw more gods and
gargoyles here than in eastern Rajasthan because of the preponderance of Hindu art. The
Elephant God, Ganesh, with an elephant head on a human body drew inquiry from
visitors. The guide explained that several animals carry symbolism in Hinduism. Ganesh,
the elephant god is associated with prosperity. The human body upon which the elephant
head sits is spacious and rounded like the Chinese god of plenty.
Shaking off from my mind daydreams of living amidst maharajahs, caravans and
treasures, I scanned the horizon from atop a turret, of which there are as many as ninety
ringing the Golden Fort, just like a sentry of a bygone era. I, unlike them, wanted to see a
mirage of the fabled trade routes, described in the history books as the Great Silk Route.
Along it, caravans containing merchants and camels laden with merchandise had
traveled. How excited must those merchants have been upon seeing the Sonar Quila
glowing in the distance and how greedy when they saw its wealth! Might they not have,
upon their return home, described the splendor of the fort and its wealth to the rulers
prompting envy and greed and plans for invasion? Even today, trade is the Trojan horse
that insecure a country. A country rich in resources that another covets often confronts
problems that lead to war. It was the greed for gold, jewelry and the treasure troves of the
maharajas and the evangelical thrust of Islam then; it is oil and Christianity now. From
the turret, I did not sight caravans, camels or trucks out there. A golden desert stretched
in every direction as far as my eye could see. The sun shone down brightly on the Golden
Fort and palace transforming what might otherwise have been a desolate stretch of desert
into a fabulous historical site that attracts many tourists.
Alongside the Rajput warriors whose business it was to protect the state and homeland,
there were the priests whose business was with prayer and ministration of the spiritual
needs of the people. Rajasthan is a stronghold of Jainism. It is a religion that originated in
the 6th century B.C. and still has a large following in Rajasthan, especially in Jaiselmer..
The Jain Temple, an ornate shrine within the Sonar Quila, is constructed of white marble
just like the Taj Mahal; however, the Hindu influence predominates here because it was
built before the Moslem invasions. Consequently, the art we saw within the Jain temple
in Jaiselmar showed the influence of Hindu art from which it derived. Whereas the Taj
Mahal is decorated with floral and calligraphic design, the Jain temple presents many
figurines of gods and goddesses because image worship is an integral component of the
Jain faith as it is of the Hindu and Buddhist. The ornate statues and paintings within the
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The Jain Temple in Jaiselmar

palaces and temples show the passion for self-adornment with jewelry that we see today
among Indian women: ornaments on hands, nose, ears, neck, arm, and head. We saw
athletically postured women with curvaceous body carved in marble, their limbs
contorted into shapes that defy credulity and not easily to be forgotten or imitated. If the
body must be inert as the mind soars to higher levels of meditation, how focused must the
mind have been of these women who twined their limbs around like rope and twisted
them into shapes unattained by the normal human body in supplication before the divine?
Are these women much closer to the divine hence their creation within the holy temple?
We could not connect these women immortalized in stone with normal human beings nor
understand their purpose within the temple. Perhaps they were an artists‟ vision of divine
beings, someone speculated. Or perhaps the physical skills may be defined as the
devotion to action, such devotion being no less potent than the higher mental states
reached through meditation in attaining religious purpose? If they were of
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mortals, then each posture immortalized in stone was of a woman who, we agreed, had
spent many hours perfecting yoga skills, perhaps years in the practice of yoga asanas. The
vast array of ornate statues, fine carvings on steps, pillars, and monolithic columns within
the temple pointed to the grandeur of those times. Situated so far out in western India, the
city was often challenged and conquered by armies of marauding invaders and yet the
rulers found time to build palaces and temples of exquisite beauty and surround them
with so much regal splendor. Here in Jaiselmer we saw the skills and pride of the Rajputs
who built the Golden City, and the bravery that contributed to their survival.
From our guide we learned that the Jains who built these temples belong to a religious
sect that, like Buddhism, is an offshoot of Hinduism. Mahavira who founded Jainism and
the Buddha appear to have lived at the same time. Both religions replaced the Hindu faith
in a pantheon of gods with declaration of human greatness. The soul can only be liberated
by right faith, knowledge and conduct. Both Buddhism and Jainism disavowed the caste
system. Like Buddhism, the ultimate objective in Jainism, he told us, is to terminate the
cycles of birth and death through self-discipline and not by divine mercy and
intervention. Then, as now, the Jains led a strict vegetarian lifestyle, not eating or
drinking any product from an animal, not even milk or cheese. Our guide also informed
us that adherents of Jainism wear masks over their mouths before they enter this temple
to avoid inhalation and destruction of germs within hallowed premises. Jains are not
religious fanatics who disavow wealth, the guide explained; they are wealthy merchants.
The ten richest Jain families of India have the resources to buy out the Government of
India, he added! They were and still are wealthy Indian merchants.The camel is the beast
of burden of the people of Rajasthan, especially of those who live in the western part of
the state. It supplies milk and meat; its dung is compressed into slabs, baked in the sun
and burnt as fuel; and most important of all, it provides a means of transportation in this
desert region ill-served by road and rail. A camel is also an ideal ship of the desert; it can
provide, so the guide informed us, shelter to its rider from the scorching rays of the sun in
the treeless desert landscape. A rider sheltering under its armpit is well protected not only
from the sun but also from the pesky sandstorms. A camel‟s navigational skills are
superb, he also said. We were informed that these skills are often put to use by those who
engage in drug trafficking. Without an escort the camel can deliver a load of contraband
to a destination and find its way back home.
“I warn you, honorable guests” our tour manager cautioned, “riding a camel is an
dangerous and painful undertaking. You may choose not to ride a camel; but if you do,
please take care. We are going to see a desert festival. This annual event is held for four
days in the month of February and today is the last day. Many artifacts and animals,
mostly camels, are bought and sold at this festival. There are many competitions in which
those who come from great distances away, often on camel back, participate. The turban
tying competition is a very popular event.”
We rode by coach along a long stretch of a highway to a site where there appeared to be a
congregation of people and things and much shouting and good cheer. At the festival site,
among the lofty sand dunes, the festival participants had pitched their tents. Perhaps
because it was the last day, we did not see too much activity. The wind carried the smell
of barbecued meats. Young men were racing camels, women pulled their shawls closer
around their heads and faces to show less and less to the strangers in their midst; the men
wore turbans; many wore both turbans and mustaches, and a swarm of men leading
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scrawny camels surrounded the coaches for a handout. These people, by their dress and
behavior, seemed to be more tradition- bound than those we had seen in eastern
Rajasthan.
Standing there in the dunes watching an occasional air current flicking the sand into
swirling motion, I wondered how these people coped with this arid landscape every day
of their lives or even made a living. What did they grow in this desert terrain? Was their
livelihood based solely on rearing camel? It was a lovely sight from the window of the
royal train, the golden desert fleeting past my hypnotized eyes. I was not exposed to the
rigor of living in its midst. But when I stood outside, amidst the dunes, there was little
exhilaration; the experience was not so arousing. The unrelenting glare interfered with
sight. My roaming eyes made out so little of the landscape beyond a hundred yards or so;
but there was very little to see except the sand that did not look so gold up close perhaps
because of contamination and pollution by the people congregated out there. I could not
cope with the discomfort brought upon by travel amidst people whose language I did not
speak and the dry dust-borne air. I longed for shelter from the grove of oak trees in my
backyard and the sound of running water in the creak at the bottom of my garden.
An unforgettable experience awaited us among the high dunes. We accepted the
challenge and risk and opted for the once-in-a-lifetime experience of a camel ride for a
distance of one half hour at camel speed to a place amidst a distant sand dune where the
tour manager said a tea ceremony awaited the “honorable guests.” My husband and I got
on the back of a camel, one of many lying prostrate in the sand, its skinny legs folded
alongside its scrawny body; two humans on a camel led by an attendant who spoke no
English. “Hold on tight to the little hump in front of you!” an English-speaking guide
shouted from afar. This little hump that protruded from just behind its long neck was
covered with padding and securely wrapped in a faded sash.
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I caught hold of it so tight that the camel swung its head around with what I thought was
a malicious glint in its beady eyes. I relaxed my grip and only then the camel struggled to
its feet. We swayed back and forth like two cowboys on the back of an unbroken steer,
and off we went, teeter tottering up and down sand dunes, climbing to the top of one and
descending to the bottom of another. I was once again gripping the little hump that the
camel turned its ugly head many times to glare at the riders. If the attendant had not been
leading it along with a firm hand, the listless camel would have tossed us off its back. It
was a scary ride and I prayed for its early termination. Would my suffering end at
journey‟s end I wondered? I had been told that the morning after a ride brings a host of
physical discomforts: painful muscles and sore and itchy posterior. There we were,
bobbing up and down and swaying from side to side like a tree caught in a hurricane, on
the back of an unwilling camel led by a surly attendant, the most unwilling and
ungracious duo I met in my travel across Rajasthan. At the end of our ride when we had
dismounted with alacrity that almost twisted my ankle, I gave the attendant a big tip.
“Why so large a tip?” asked my incredulous husband whose mission throughout the
odyssey was to tighten the purse strings.
“The pleasure at a parting of our ways is so great that I am overcome by overwhelming
generosity,“ I explained.
That was the end of a camel ride that I shall always remember because, at my age and
with my experience, I would be a fool to want another. Neither the tea nor cookies they
served at the tea party amidst the sand dunes was any good; seeing that we were ready to
go and the coaches to take us away had not yet arrived, the tour manager said,
“Honorable guests, you must see the sunset!”
“Oh, yes, the colors are fabulous!” someone in our midst who presumably had prior
experience corroborated.
Even that promise turned out to be exaggerated. The sun set rather swiftly and the splash
of color did not materialize. It was a pink sunset that lasted for five minutes at most. I had
seen spectacular sunsets by the sea in the land where I was born, Sri Lanka, in colors of
crimson, pink, yellow, orange, lavender and purple splashed against a slate-blue sky; such
spectacular scenes that provoked a spontaneous response, “Look! Look!” to all in the
vicinity who were not watching.

Camel in Jaiselmar
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spectacular scenes that provoked a spontaneous response, “Look! Look!” to all in the
vicinity who were not watching.
Before the sky and land integrated to become one black mass of darkness, we got into
the four coaches and were driven back to the train station. I did not conceal my relief that
we had not waited around to see a star-studded desert sky; more relief on the following
morning, when no one that I knew experienced any pain or hardship or discomfort from
the camel-ride. We had, however, acquired the bragging rights to an adventure that few
friends and family back home would have had.
From Jaiselmer to Jodhpur, a distance of about 305 miles, the train went jolting once
more across the desert, this time on an eastbound course. Jodhpur lies on the fringe of the
Thar Desert. It is the city from which the tight pants worn by horse riders all over the
world derive. The British noticing that the Rajputs were dexterous horse riders and
attributing their prowess to their tight pants, adopted the Jodhpur pants and the rest is
history. We were headed to the Mehrugarth Fort and Palace and Jasment Thodai.
The Maharajah Rao Jodha founded this city in the 15th century. The Mehrugarth Palace
stands atop a hill fortified and encircled by a thick wall. A hundred balconies, more or
less, grace the sides of the buildings on every level and cupolas crown the roof. These
buildings are strongly influenced by Moslem and Mogul art and architecture. Minarets
surround domes, and within the buildings are chambers with lofty walls, graceful arches
and ceilings of marble and mirror inlays. These features distinguish the old from the
new, and the Moslem from Hindu. Inside the palace, stonewalls are intricately carved and
so are the pillars within. Though not as exuberant in style as the art and architecture we
saw in Jaipur and Jaiselmer, it was still grand. Above the audience hall, here as
elsewhere, were trellised balconies where the royal ladies stood watching the proceedings
below. If the queen disliked the verdict at a trial she would communicate her displeasure
to those who held court below, the guide said. Within these royal premises as elsewhere
all critters, both big and small, find shelter. Our guide showed the nesting site of
swallows within the hallway outside the audience hall, and nearby, in an alcove above the
stone steps we were ascending to go elsewhere were hundreds of bats. monkeys
abounded outdoors.

The Mehrugarth Palace
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Every morning, the guide informed us, priests of the royal temple summoned the
monkeys to feed them, a ritual that dates back centuries. In the evening too, the monkeys
gathered in the temple grounds to be fed and cared for. The Hindu religion ensures their
protection by including the monkey, Hanuman, in the pantheon of gods. Perhaps those
who founded the religion saw how closely the primates resembled man and considered it
a sacrilege to kill them. The cow is sacred for other reasons: it supplies milk, the dung is
baked and burnt as a fuel; it carries both goods and people and ploughs the fields. It is
accorded a religious status to ensure that people will not kill the cow for its meat. A strict
Hindu, however, considers all life as sacred and avoids harming all living things. I did not
see any creature, dog or cat or chicken repulsed or chased away by people even though
they were wandering in the midst of human traffic and often getting in the way; each
moved freely about, and tended noisily to its business. Outside and even within the
courtyards of the palace there were so many itinerant peddlers offering a range of
merchandise: the arts and crafts of Rajasthani artisans, clothing, woodcraft, and metal
work. Men, women, boys and girls were bustling like bees in a hive urging us to buy.
“Madam, buy, buy! Very cheap, very cheap” one small boy chirped.
Indeed the wooden cobra he was twirling around his fingers was a masterpiece of
carpentry; its slithery movements were like that of the real cobra; so expertly had it been
put together. The body consisted of many small parts expertly carved and stained to look
real and all joined together by metal fasteners. These fasteners held the many segments
together firmly and yet allowed each to move alone or together just the way a cobra
would. I looked at it admiringly and that look was all it took to establish an unbreakable
bond between the persistent little peddler and me.
“Only two hundred and fifty rupees, madam,” he chanted over and over again like music
from a record when the needle was stuck in a groove.
I could not believe that five dollars was all he was asking for this creation that must have
taken hours of doing. I offered two dollars expecting him to refuse and go elsewhere. But
I became the proud owner of the wooden cobra that the others in the coach could not
believe cost me only two dollars. Several wanted to buy the wooden cobras, but the boy
and his basket of wooden cobras had disappeared. Perhaps two hundred rupees is the
target income for a day; he had made it in one sale.
Jodhpur delighted us with the large variety of textiles and rugs produced by native
weavers. The textiles we had bought in New Delhi were mostly made in Jaipur, but
Jodhpur was almost as good, said our guide. In one area of a textile factory in Jodhpur,
women were weaving textiles on large looms. The fine cotton cloth was block printed in
terra cotta colors, pink, orange, yellow, red and magenta. We watched how each color
was stamped on the fabric in successive and repetitious steps; the geometric pattern
emerged before our stunned eyes as the stamping proceeded in five colors. The guide
called the pattern or technique ajrak. How well the colors blended and matched! Textiles
made of various fabrics, wool, silk, fine cotton, pashmina wool were piled on other
counters. We had neither the eye nor expertise to distinguish the pashmina shawls from
the cashmere.
“This is a pashmina shawl woven with great attention to detail by expert hands. It is one
of a kind. Men and women who make them have a long tradition of weaving that go back
for many generations. This shawl sells for about a thousand dollars,” the man explained.
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We could not tell the difference between the textures; we selected on the basis of color
and design and price.
We visited a carpet factory to see how rugs are knotted by hand. In the rug-making
factory we watched a young woman make a knot with a bit of wool and beat it down onto
the base fabric with a small mallet. She was creating a rug of geometric design with bits
of different colored wool. We wondered how she managed to keep track of the overall
design of such intricacy in so many different colors tying one knot at a time.
“We can send you these rugs by DHL in three days,” an enthusiastic salesman promised.
Expeditious delivery was the least of our concerns.
“The more ornate rugs sometimes take two to three years to complete and those cost
more. This one is far less expensive. It is about two thousand dollars,” the man said.
How resplendent those rugs and how unaffordable! There were rugs on display in a
showroom with elaborate designs done in chain stitch. The base fabric was completely
concealed beneath thousands of cross-stitches.
It was the manner of many a guide we met during our travel across Rajasthan by the
Palace on Wheels to weave the narrative of historical events surrounding the construction
and destruction of these sites and the customs of Rajasthan together. The practice of Sati,
one of them explained, began for a justifiable reason. The practice was intended to
prevent Hindu women, especially those of the royal family, from being violated by the
enemy soldiers who were of the Moslem faith when their men were killed in battle. If the
king died of natural causes, then the queen took over kingdom and continued to govern,
so the guide said. But with the passage of time and especially after Islam became more
widespread, a necessity of war degenerated into a practice where women were compelled
to jump into the funeral pyre of their husbands even when they died of natural causes.
After the death of her husband, the widow became a social outcast, he said. Far better is it
not to perish than face the humility of social estrangement and prejudice, the guide asked
the disapproving audience? The mausoleum we saw in the palace grounds was not a
burial site but only a crematorium, the guide further explained. Not strangely, therefore,
there were no mausoleums in palace gardens, only cenotaphs. When a maharajah died, a
surviving son, nephew or close relative lighted the funeral pyre. The bones that were not
reduced to ashes were later collected in an urn and taken to the banks of the Ganges and
floated down the river.
This loquacious guide also disclosed other tidbits of information that described
Rajasthani custom. After the death of the father, the eldest son is allowed to curl his
mustache upwards; the upward curl indicating that he is now the head of the family.
When a Rajasthani child is about two years old, boy or girl, the head is shaven.
Thereafter, girls grow out their hair and the boys cut theirs short but never shave their
heads again except on the occasion of the father‟s death. These social practices are
inherited by each generation and bind it ever so strongly to the past, he said
While this narrative of customs was going on, we were walking around each hall
admiring the artwork. Here too, we saw the Moslem influence: domes surrounded by
minarets; ceilings and walls adorned in marble and mirror inlays. Different generations of
maharajahs had made improvements that were pointed out to us; so intermingled that
novices like us could not differentiate the old from the new. The Mogul Emperors also
copied Hindu art form realizing that there is so much that is beautiful in Hindu art and a
reconciliation of the two would create one more astounding than either by itself. Mogul
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rulers sometimes preferred Hindu custom, our guide said with obvious pride, because it
tended to be more compassionate. Hindu kings did not castrate young men and boys to
turn them into eunuchs who were then used to guard the royal bedroom and the harem.
Instead, the chamberlains of the Hindu kings were the handicapped who could not see. I,
who was dogging the heels of the guide and following his narrative closely, thought that
none was more handicapped than the traditional Rajasthani bridegroom. He was not
allowed to see his bride before the day of marriage. The parents checked her out with
their son‟s interest in mind. On the day of the wedding she came to his side veiled and
gracefully attired in vivid color, laden with bracelets, anklets, nose rings and head
ornament. It was only then that he lifted the veil to see the face hidden beneath. The
guide added that even if he did not like the looks of the bride his parents had chosen, he
was honor bound to proceed with the matrimonial ceremony. If he was adamant and
wanted no part of her, all he could do was to draw his sword and cut off his own head!
There was unanimous disapproval of this Rajasthani custom that only the guide defended,
“Remember, the parents approved?” he challenged.
For sometime we were lost in a heated controversy between traditional and modern ways
as they pertained to marriage. We all had many stories to tell of serious disagreement
between parents and children on the choice of marriage partners. One woman wisely said,
no custom should be seen as a perfect experience or arrangement that we must all adopt

or emulate. Indian marriages, she said, tend to last longer than those in the West where
the parents have little or no say in the union between men and women; however, she
would not agree to spend the rest of her life with a man who she had not met prior to the
day of the wedding. These people, by their dress and behavior, seemed to be more
tradition- bound than those we had seen in eastern Rajasthan. We were going to the
Rantambore National Park to see the Royal Bengal tiger. Anil and Umed, our attendants,
suggested that we sleep early because the coaches were leaving early the following
morning,
“They depart promptly at 6 a.m. They do not delay,” Anil warned. We were woken at 5
a.m. with the coffee service brought to our cabin that my husband had ordered the
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previous night, without which he could not be activated to the day‟s events. I woke with a
severe headache; gulped down two gel-capped Tylenols with the coffee and wished the
headache would go away. I wanted to see the Royal Bengal tiger in the wild. In my mind
it loomed as large as an elephant but wearing a fabulous coat of orange with black stripes.
It was early morning on a very cold day. The air was hazy; a low fog floated above our
heads as we walked across the platform and on to the street where the coaches awaited to
whisk us away to Ranthambore. Anil followed us close behind clutching in his arms two
blankets. We were walking faster and faster to get away from him because he had earlier
indicated those blankets were for our use, to keep us warm. We were like two children
who wanted to go outside without wearing coats and were trying to get away from the
mother who insisted that we must.
“Take these blankets,” said Anil shoving them into our reluctant arms. “It‟s very cold out
there. You‟ll be driven around the park in an open four-wheeler.”
“We are from Iowa. There was a sheet of ice on our driveway and many inches of snow
on the ground,” I countered.
“No, no, madam,” he insisted. “You must take the blankets.”
How glad we were that he did! We found out later that our early departure was
necessitated by the tigers‟ habits; the tigers follow a strict time schedule when hunting for
food. They start out rather early in the morning and follow certain pathways that are well
known to the tour guides. Wherever sightings were reported, there we saw land rovers
filled with eagle-eyed visitors eagerly waiting, ears perked for the slightest rustle in the
bush and cameras poised in their hands.
The open all-terrain vehicles accommodated about fifteen sightseers in each. The air was
chilled because a winter wind was blowing. It was bone-chilling cold even though we
were all huddled together and the blankets that Anil had thrust into our reluctant arms
were spread over our knees. The trees in the park had shed their leaves; only a rare
evergreen obstructed our view. For the most part, we could see clearly in every direction
and for quite a distance away. The guide said,
“This park is home to tigers, leopards, sambur, nilgai, spotted deer, monkeys and many
species of birds. Tiger sightings are a rare and chance event. You might see one or even
two or none. Today your chances are good because there have been sightings every day
of the past week.”
For a long time we drove in silence afraid to utter a word lest we drown the growl of the
tiger or the howls and shrieks of the monkeys that would announce the presence of a tiger
on the prowl. But we heard nothing and saw only small herds of spotted deer and several
prides of peacocks and peahens. We rode bouncing up and down, diving into culverts and
landing on hard rock surface and even crossing a shallow stream. Far, far away in the
distance we saw a Nilgai, an Indian antelope with long antlers. The female is a
nondescript brown but the male wears a deep-blue coat, hence Nilgai; nil being the Indian
word for blue. “It is the largest deer to be found anywhere on the subcontinent,” the guide
explained. Indeed it was; the size of a prize bull at the Iowa State Fair but in far better
shape.
I concluded that the park is sparsely populated with any kind of wild life. . I was even
beginning to have serious reservations about seeing the Royal Bengal tiger in its natural
habitat. We drove to a spot where the guide said sightings frequently occurred.
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Ranthambore National Park

Four wheelers were lined up within a clearing and those inside some were more
optimistic than I. Many were holding up cameras to click as soon as the tiger appeared
within sighting range. Our guide, brazen as anthropologists who wander in the safari
countries of Africa, got down from the safe confine of the vehicle to examine crushed
leaves and grass under

Tigers in Ranthambore National Park

the trees for paw prints and perhaps droppings as evidence of the tiger having being in the
vicinity.
“Yes, he was here recently; perhaps last night. See this print!”
If the Royal Bengal tiger was as camera shy as the royal family of England, it would most
certainly have kept away because so many sightseers had converged on that spot.
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Fortunately, the tiger‟s curiosity got the better of its good judgment. Far, far away in the
distance, within a grove of trees, a dark shadow appeared among the tree trunks.
“Look, over there!” our guide whispered.
Our heads turned in unison in the direction he pointed. There was the tiger; at first we
saw only its blurred form, slowly emerging from behind the tree. After a moment of
inspection, it moved into the open and there was no mistake about what it was; the dull
ochre coat and the black stripes were unmistakable. We were in the presence of royalty
and we all stood up for a purpose, a better sighting or to catch this moment of truth in
photography. We saw the tiger from quite a distance away. However, we were all elated
because we had almost given up hopes of a sighting. I had even begun to wonder whether
there were any tigers in this park. It was something to write home about and we also had
acquired the bragging rights to a story,
„We saw Le Tigre in the Ranthambore National Park.‟
Realizing that it was in the midst of a herd that it could not feed upon, the tiger turned
around, blended with the trees and disappeared. We drove on listening to the wild
chirping of the birds that were flying around clumsily trying to distribute themselves as
far away as possible from the hungry predator and the howling of a herd of monkeys in
the trees overhead alerted by our presence or by something sinister they had come to
dread. The vehicle came to a sudden screeching stop and the driver cried out, “Look!”
There from behind a tree just a couple of feet away another tiger appeared. Unafraid of
the heap of heavy metal that had come to a noisy halt not too far away from it, this tiger
decided to investigate the moving things within and see whether there was an opening in
the metal for a closer inspection. Without the slightest care or caution, it sauntered toward
our vehicle, perhaps to investigate whether we were friend, foe or food.
“It is a female,” said the driver and not knowing where to look for confirmation, I took
his word for it.
I noticed that the tigers in the wild are not as massive as their caged cousins in Las
Vegas or those in our national zoos. The food supply in the park is not as plentiful; the
small herds of spotted deer in a park barely 119 square miles in extent are unlikely to
supply the tiger population of forty that our guide said live in Ranthambore with a
bountiful food supply. Perhaps the tigers in this park are healthier than their obese
cousins in captivity. Realizing that the food it coveted was inaccessible the tiger turned
around and sauntered away. To have seen a tiger at such close quarters, close enough to
count the stripes on its back if it had only been more cooperative and waited a while
longer, was cause for joy. We resumed our bumpy ride through knoll and ditch and
shallow streambed and made another stop on a low-lying ridge above a marshy lake. On
the far side we saw a building that, the guide explained, was the viewing lodge and
perhaps even the hunting lodge of maharajas and subsequently British officers in those
days of unrestrained cruelty to animals. A long walkway appeared to connect the lodge to
the track we had passed by.
“The tiger you saw will soon cross that walkway to the other side where there are more
herds of spotted deer. It must kill to feed its young and itself,” explained our guide.
With all eyes trained on the tiger walk we awaited the third sighting of the day but with
far less enthusiasm than before. This guide knew the ritualized ways of the elusive
royalty; and true to his word, the tiger appeared on the walkway, as if some divine hands
had planted it there, and disappeared behind the building. Those in our all-terrain vehicle
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had so many opportunities to view and photograph the Royal Bengal tiger. Those who
had telescopic lenses attached to them were bountifully rewarded. Video cameras were
rolling and digital cameras were clicking around me. I captured these sightings in my
mind‟s eye and stashed them away in memory for later recall. During the continuation of
our bumpy ride seated back in our seats and no longer on the edge, animated conversation
ensued having to do with the ecstasy of our experience, punctuated by many bursts of
laughter earlier suppressed for fear of scaring away the tigers in Rantambore. We
watched with far less enthusiasm more small herds of spotted deer, more monkeys
vaulting overhead or dangling from the bare branches of a chosen tree and more peacocks
and peahens in sheltered settings.
Birds of many different species flew past and blended into the vegetation. The guide
pointed out a blue kingfisher with white breast poised high up on a leafless branch above
a water hole ready to dive for its lunch; and a large flock of yellow and black birds
flitting from branch to branch of another tree unabashed and unthreatened by the sighting
of a vehicle-load of a species who were shooting with their cameras. We urged the driver
to move away from under that tree as fast as possible lest they, the birds, dropped remains
of the last meal upon our heads.
I noticed how sparse the vegetation was, perhaps because in winter even the thick forest
of deciduous trees looks that way. But more worrisome was a noticeable fact that the park
was sparsely populated by wild life. I have been to the Serengheti, Mikumi and
Ngorongoro in Kenya and Tanzania where large herds of elephants, wildebeest and wart
hogs, huge packs of hyenas and prides of lions roam; and thousands of flamingoes repose
in pink splendor in a huge lake within the Ngorongoro crater. Here in Rantambore, a
protected territory, there were few of any species, testimony perhaps to the rapacious
encroachment by man. If Rantambore‟s experience is repeated in the other national parks
of India, wild life is truly threatened on this glorious sub-continent. We had seen the
Royal Bengal tiger in the wild. We wanted to leave because it was bone chilling cold and
when it is this chilling, a visit to the loo is imperative. The driver drove
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as close as possible to a clump of friendly trees screened off by a few aluminum sheets.
“Anyone wants to get down and stretch out?” he asked properly. None of the women
wanted to for obvious reason and endured the discomfort of a full bladder, but a few men
stepped out with no worry about what lies concealed in the grass and mulch.
And so our odyssey across Rajasthan progressed; and so, as in any long lasting journey,
daily encounters led to a better understanding of life in India. We were up early in the
morning and after a hearty breakfast stepped off the train to board the coach to take us to
one of so many historical sites. As we often were, a group of young boys accosted us,
with some trinket to sell or some service to offer. Among them was a lanky teenager who
asked to shine my shoes. We were in a hurry to board the coach and could not tarry. My
shoes needed polishing and my heart also ached for his predicament; so I asked him to
come back in the evening. When we returned to the train, the shoeshine boy was
awaiting our return. But we were in a bigger hurry because we were already late for
dinner that was served at 8p.m; it was already ten minutes past the hour. Without
stopping to think of our itinerary, I said,
“I am so sorry, we are running late. Can you come back tomorrow morning? I‟ll be up
early and have my shoes shined before I venture out.”
Without a word and still wearing that engaging smile on his face, he went away.
Later it dawned on me that the train was leaving the station and I had let down the young
lad for the second time. The least I could have done was to have given him some money
even if he did not shine my shoes. The train departed from the station and we were in
Chittaugargh the following morning. When we got off the train, the shoeshine boy met
me. He was standing alone on the platform. He had taken a local train to Chittaugargh to
shine my shoes!
From Jaiselmer to Jodhpur, the natural vegetation changed slowly from the dry sandy
desert with a scattering of tumbleweed and acacia trees into lush green fields of poppy
and wheat. The barren beauty of the Thar Desert receded to the horizon behind the fast
moving train; the green landscape in front of us was more pleasing to the eye.
Chittagargh is the city of the magnificent fort. We departed for the sight seeing tour of
the Chittagargh Fort at 4 p.m. It is a sprawling complex in a sad state of destruction and
neglect from the many invasions in historical times and from plenty of deferred
maintenance in recent times. India soaks up the income it gets from tourism like a sponge
and it all appears to evaporate in spending unrelated to the maintenance of historical sites
that tourists flock to see. We saw neglect in Amber and now in Chittagargh. For 900
years, from the seventh century A.D. to the sixteenth century A.D, Chittaugargh was the
capital of Mewar. The fortified city covers an area of approximately 700 acres atop a hill.
Its lofty location and construction of hard sandstone, so plentiful in the region, could not
make it impregnable even though the Rajputs heroically defended it. Between 1300 A.D.
and 1570 A.D. Moslem or Moguls conquered it on three occasions.
Amidst the ruins and within the crumbling fortifications many ancient towers rise up to
the heavens. The only building within this massive fort that appears to have survived in
good shape the devastation brought upon it by successive invaders, neglect of modern
governments, and vagaries of weather, is the Vijay Stamba or the Victory Tower built by
Rana Singh to celebrate the victory over the Moslem invaders in 1440. The more ablebodied, climbed up to the summit of this tower. For those unable to climb to the top there
was plenty that was of interest in their immediate surroundings .The shaft of the tower
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rises to the sky in alternating rectangular segments and fluted ribs of stone. We groped
and struggled our way upward, within a narrow and dark spiral stairwell carved of stone,
the climb made more tedious from the uneven steps. There is not even a peephole in
some areas to let in light. The more able-bodied, climbed up to the summit of this tower.
For those unable to climb to the top there was plenty that was of interest in their
immediate surroundings. The shaft of the tower rises to the sky in alternating rectangular
segments and fluted ribs of stone. We groped and struggled our way upward, within a
narrow and dark spiral stairwell carved of stone, the climb made more tedious from the
uneven steps. There is not even a peephole in some areas to let in light.

Victory Tower

To have tripped and fallen would have been most dangerous because serious injury
would have resulted from collision with stonewall and steps. Wherever there was a feeble
gleam of light from a rare narrow window, we paused to admire the artwork that left me
truly gasping from fatigue and wonder. I did not see all the carvings in the remoter angles
and recesses of the spiraling stairwell because there was hardly any light to illumine, and
I also feared to turn around because of my tenuous foothold on the steps. Beside, those of
us who were climbing had to move aside to make room for those descending. Give the
Rajasthani artisans a stone and they carve it into an incredible design; even today there
are artisans at work, seated cross-legged on the bare floor in little spaces, carving intricate
designs on hard stone with tools and implements from a bygone era. From the summit of
the tower, 157 steps above the ground, we looked through the trelliswork in surrounding
Stone walls upon the undulating landscape outside. As I had done before, I wondered
from which direction the enemy came, how often, and how much loot they hauled away
each time? The sentries who looked out would have spotted the enemy but those who
defended the city could do precious little to stop their advance and assault upon it. After
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the third invasion by the Moguls, the Maharajah of Udaipur deciding that he was unable
to defend the city moved his kingdom to Lake Piccola in Udaipur in 1551. There is no
rail service between Chittaugargh and Udaipur; therefore, our mode of transportation to
Udaipur, our next destination, was by coach. The road was under construction and
American influence on road building was obvious in the white line all the way separating
the shoulder from the main lanes on both sides, and the central median separating the
right from the left lanes. The comparison ends here; there were hardly any bulldozers or
tractors to speed up the task of road construction.
It seemed as if technology had not progressed since the days of the maharajahs. Men with
hoes and pickaxes were digging up the earth and women were hauling it away on their
heads in tin pans. They appeared to progress at snail pace even though there was much
alacrity in the movement of hands and feet.
As we were riding in our coach, I heard our tour manager say, “If you are a bird lover,
honorable guests, you will see many different kinds of birds on those telephone lines:
parrots, green bee eaters, parakeets, kingfishers, doves, pheasants, and many more.”
Watch carefully as I did, I saw none, not even a crow! Halfway along the two and half
hour ride, a distance of 102 kilometers, we stopped at a wayside restaurant to stretch out,
drink masala tea and use the restrooms. Those of us who used the restroom held our
breath. They were the squatting type from a bygone era. Most declined the tea because of
the concern over Montezuma‟s curse. I who had taken just one sip wished I had not. We
were back in the coach on the road riding toward Udaipur when my stomach started to
retch and rumble and its contents to regurgitate. I sat in the seat without movement and
without seeing a single thing around me, so engrossed in holding back the contents of my
stomach and bowel. Under stress of an explosive physical discomfort the mind turns to
the mystic and mine to yoga: I sucked in the abdomen, pushed the sitting and pubic bones
firmly into the seat and pulled in the groin and pelvis to contain the contents of the bowel.
Then by regulating the process of breathing in and out, I tried ever so hard to stop the
nausea. The coach was not equipped with a toilet even though it was being used for long
distance travel. I managed to hold back until the coach reached Udaipur, and had I not,
what a disaster that would have been. Eventually, I hope, India will soon find it necessary
to equip all its tourist places and conveyances with modern restroom facilities. In most
places we visited, even in the busy airports, the facilities are outdated and marginal at
best. In the busiest tourist center, unless it is a hotel operated by large chain such as the
Taj or Oberoi, there is the tendency to treat the lavatory as the outhouse; therefore, it is
marginalized and overlooked like the garbage dump in a busy city corner in India. Those
who plan tourism must develop programs that take better care of tourists‟ fundamental
needs and create an environment within which tourists can travel in comfort. Restroom
and lavatory facilities must be adequately supplied with modern appurtenances and kept
scrupulously clean. Toilets must be equipped with several washbasins, running water and
have more than one stall and lavatories that can be flushed; Tourism can flourish when
there is a transition from the disturbing sight of one ill-equipped lavatory outside which a
line of desperate visitors form to a clean restroom and lavatories that they can use in
comfort and at ease.
The fountains of Udaipur that our guide described so eloquently, I had only a glimpse of;
so acute my discomfiture that I crept back to the coach resolving not to eat the sumptuous

39

lunch served at the Lake Palace Hotel, formerly the summer palace of the Maharajah of
Mewar and since 1963 operated by the Taj Hotels of India as a much touted tourist resort.
The City Palace of Udaipur built in 1559 is the largest in India because the successive
Maharanas were astute rulers who avoided being overthrown by invaders. “If you can‟t
beat them, join them” appears to have been the motto of these shrewd rulers. The City
Palace is constructed of red sandstone that makes it both picturesque and strong. The
palace is in far better shape than the many we saw before because the House of Mewars
is still a vibrant entity that continues to invest wisely to upkeep their magnificent
inheritance. It is a long and unbroken line of succession going back more than 1500
years. No other royal family in the world, except the Japanese, can claim more longevity,
our guide informed us. The guide, the most talkative we had so far, recited many
anecdotal accounts of romance and war that challenged the royal lineage.
The Prince of Jodhpur wooed a beautiful princess of the Mewars. He arrived in Udaipur
to claim his bride. The Prince of Jaipur hearing of her beauty and desiring her, wished to
stop the wedding. He came down to Udaipur with an army. The beautiful princess,
fearing a war between the two suitors and the loss of innocent lives on her account,
committed suicide by drinking poison. The distraught Maharajah of Mewar, her father,
built an exquisite chamber in her memory adjoining the Queen‟s chamber. Here as
elsewhere every possible artistic skill has been used in the construction of the forts: stone
carving, painting, mural and mosaic work, mirror and marble inlay. All these artistic
media when executed within the restricted space of a chamber or hall create an incredible
sight of lavish splendor, the painted ceilings within capping and ornamenting the elegant
pleasure domes. In Udaipur as elsewhere the fort encircles the hills and the palace
commands a view of the undulating land below. The lofty location enabled sentries to see
the enemy while they were still far away and before they had the chance to creep up
close. From the summit of the palace and towers within the fort, we had a breathtaking
view of the picturesque landscape stretching away in every direction. The manager of our
tour group promised,
“Honorable guests, you are going to have lunch in the Lake Palace Hotel. It is a five star
hotel and a historical showpiece that has been completely modernized. It used to be the
summer palace of the Maharajah. Across the lake, upon another hill is the winter palace.
The summer palace is unique because of its location in the approximate center of Lake
Piccola. After heavy rains, it appears to float on it. Its foundation is set in the water and
yet it looks so solid and stable.”
We paused close to the water‟s edge to await the return of the boat that had ferried a
group of visitors across. How beautiful the white Lake Palace looked under the dome of a
clear blue sky, in the midst of a tranquil lake without a ripple on the water and sunlight
laying on its surface in gold tones against the backdrop of the distant green hills! It was
glittering like a stunning ten-carat diamond in a white-gold setting. On the placid surface
of Lake Piccola, the picturesque Lake Palace was duplicated and inverted in all its glory.
How did they build this gem in the approximate center of a lake about 800 feet from the
shore, ferrying stone by stone across? It is an engineering feat that boggles the
imagination. One of the men in our group looked heavenward at the blue sky above and
said, “Aha! It was dropped down from the heavens upon the lake below and has floated
there ever since.”
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The Lake Palace Hotel

We were ferried across the distance of 800 feet for a sumptuous buffet spread out in the
open quadrangle within this palatial hotel. The Taj Hotels Corporation has restored the
palace to regal splendor and the entrance made to look exquisite with potted plants and
floor length mirrors. We walked up the black marble steps with the timidity and
awkwardness of visitors who hailed from lesser quarters; the brass hardware was polished
to sparkle like gold; the bright gleams of light from ubiquitous light fixtures made the
artifacts beneath even more prominent. I breathed in air steeped in ancient regal splendor
and yet alive and vibrant as the red flowers in the urns that adorned the hallways. The
plentiful labor supply in Rajasthan was to be seen everywhere attired in white with
turbaned heads and whiskered faces; they were the scrupulous custodians of an
inheritance that is now in private hands and how well it is cared for!” The restrooms, like
those in a five star hotel in the United States, were as classy and clean as the dining hall.
The courtyard where the buffet was spread out was open to the sky. The sun blazed down
upon the feast spread out below to make it look even more appetizing; but I had no
appetite for food and had resolved not to either eat or drink until I got back on the train.
So I got away from the luncheon buffet and walked in the direction from whence the
sounds of Indian music came.
Two men, an elderly man and perhaps his son were seated cross-legged between two
pillars along a hallway surrounding the quadrangle where the luncheon buffet was spread
out. The father was playing a set of tables and the son, a stringed instrument never seen
before. I was intrigued by its shape, a triangle with one cut off forming a parallel to the
opposite side. The older man paused at the end of the piece he was playing and expressed
surprise that I had come by to listen. Never before, he said, in all his many years of
entertaining visitors had anyone done so. The novel instrument was called a sarongi and
he explained that the one his companion was playing is an antique made in Iran. One of
my purposes was to purchase art and artifacts to take back with me. I wished to acquire it
as a memento but it was not for sale at any price.

41

Indian Musicians

Was he willing to sell the set of tablas I jokingly asked? It transpired that this simple
man who entertained the diners at Lake Palace Hotel seated cross-legged on the floor,
and concealed behind the pillars was the director of the Shantiniketan of Udaipur. He
owned a shop in the town and invited me to go there and buy a set of brand new tables
because the pair I wished to buy was old; the metal encased drum at least three years old
and the smaller one about six months. He also sold sarongis and other musical
instruments in that shop. However, our tour group was keeping to a tight schedule; there
was no time to spare. He noticed my disappointment and agreed to sell the tablas for fifty
dollars. I became the proud owner of the seasoned tablas played by no less a person than
the modest director of the Shantiniketan of Udaipur. He parted with his drums and his
music came to a standstill; the fickle visitors did not even notice that they were suddenly
deprived of his performance. I had brought the tables and they weighed a ton! How to
carry it across to the mainland, then to the waiting coach and train and most of all back to
the USA, my husband asked? If tourists only stop to think of the problems of conveying
many of their purchases in a moment of „must have it‟ impulse, they will not dare.
The City Palace located alongside Lake Piccola was begun by Maharaja Udai Singh, the
founder of this city, hence Udaipur. I counted six octagonal shaped towers rising from the
cream colored sprawling edifice. Here as elsewhere in the many palaces we had seen thus
far, there are many chambers and audience halls, all lavishly decorated with paintings and
stone carvings. The sight of the incomparable Shish Mahal stays with one a long time
after the first sighting. Inlaid mirrors glimmered like stars on a moonless night when the
guide shone his flashlight within. From the summit of the one tower we scaled the view
extended far away to the horizon. There are six such towers placed at strategic corners to
permit unobstructed view of the approaching enemy from any direction. What anxiety for
a Maharana and his embattled army upon sighting an army‟s advance! The Maharanas
had so much to lose and to protect: their astounding wealth and their fragile offspring and
women. Queen Padmini and sixteen hundred or thousand of her women subjects, I forget
which, committed suicide to avoid becoming the wives and concubines of the invading
Moslems. Indian history is replete with tales of communal immolation by women. We
pondered over these sad facts during the moment of narrative, but felt joy and most of all
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wonder at what the ancients achieved against all these odds. The challenges were so
many, the destruction so devastating and yet the need to rebuilt after each desecration
made it imperative that more impregnable fortifications grew upon the ruins, and each
new city within more spectacular. They were compelled to live within a limited space of
the fortified city isolated from the beauties of nature for long periods of time that they
beautified the space within. So much beautiful art was created by the challenged hands of
ancient artisans. I have not seen in my wide travel around the world, art and architecture
of such wondrous design as I saw within those fortified cities of medieval India. The
House of the Mewars still survives though without the power to rule over the subjects.
Today the Maharana lives the pompous life his forefathers spent; however, without the
insufferable threat of invasion and plunder they had to endure. Our guide pointed out the
red sports car parked in the palace grounds as evidence of his presence within and we
were also escorted through a stable of stud horses that he owns.

Keoladeo National Park (Bharatpur)
Area : 232sq.km/2,873 hectares
Established : 1956 as a bird sanctuary, 1981 as a national park

“Keoladeo” the garden of Lord Shiva is indeed a divine sanctuary for mostly wintering
water birds from all over the world. In India where man is in constant conflict with his
environment because of the large population and limited land space, the reference to god
is all it takes to give protection to such fragile and much endangered species such as
Sarus crane. The Manager of our tour group said that one species came all the way from
Holland. Keoladeo is also the only watering site in the Indian sub-continent of the rare
and endangered Siberian crane. It was the favored duck hunting ground of former Indian
rulers the most rapacious of whom were the British. The British still hold the world
record of 4273 ducks shot in a single day by a one of their hunters at Keoladeo. This
record is a serious indictment of a sport in which records are broken or established by the
number of lives taken. It also is an attestation to the profusion of birds within this small
enclave. Keoladeo was set-aside as a sanctuary by Indira Gandhi in 1981. Though small
and only 29 square kilometers in extent, Keoladeo offers every kind of habitat, swamps,
marshes, tall trees, lakes and creeks, and mud holes that 350 odd species of water birds
need for nesting, rearing young and feeding. The many pools, marshes and lakes, we saw
in the park, form an aquatic ecosystem that supports the migratory bird population. The
abundant supply of food in the swamps, water holes and lakes, insects, grasshoppers,
gnats, cicadas, locusts, crickets and fish, attract large flocks of water birds. There are so
many heronries up in the trees that we saw more herons and nests than leaves. Our guide
said that there is safety in numbers against their predators when they form habitats of
such large colonies.We were taken through the park, two visitors on each tricycle peddled
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Keoladeo bird Sanctuary

halted briefly to show us pelicans, painted storks, herons, spoonbills, ibis, cranes, ducks,
eagles, egrets, moorhens, cormorants, and darters, all living and feeding in close
proximity to each other. In the dry season when no rains fall the park is parched dry and
denuded of birds even though dykes and sluice gates were constructed in British times to
hold the water for longer periods and flood larger areas. The rise and fall of the waterbird population at Keoladeo is tuned to the rains, our guide explained. He said, that more
than 12,000 nests are constructed in a short space of a less than two wintering months.
The sanctuary is also picturesque because avenues of tall trees entwine densely overhead.
Between the gaps in the trunks we saw marshy lakes shrouded in mist. Amidst the reeds
were flowering water lilies and other aquatic plants. The sanctuary also has prairie type
dry land to support small herds of blue bull or the Nilgai, spotted deer and black buck,
and the flying insects that the birds feast upon. Our guide also informed us that the Indian
rock python is resident here. I asked him how the birds nesting in the trees were able to
protect their eggs from so rapacious a predator. He explained that the acacia trees,
favored by nesting birds, stand in the midst of lakes, and another nesting tree, the babul,
is armed with sharp thorns.
In Bharatpur we were taken to a factory that manufactured marble artifacts. A large
conference table of black marble inlaid with colored stone was the most spectacular and
least affordable of the many items of furniture also made of marble and similarly inlaid.
Artisans seated on low stools were crafting small tabletops mostly in octagonal or round
shape and ornamenting them with floral design. We were amazed at the workmanship
handed down from generation to generation and also by the price of each.
“Madam,” said the factory representative who was leading us around the shop and
showing us one remarkable creation after another, “We can send anything you buy here,
including that conference table over there, by DHL services to the United States. It will
reach you in a few days.”
Curiosity prompted me to ask the price of the table.
“About $20,000 dollars including shipping and handling,” he said.
44

The small round tables that we could have afforded, we had no use for; they were too
small to serve any useful purpose.
From Bharatpur to Agra, some of us continued by coach in broad daylight and were able
to see our surroundings. Eastern Rajasthan is sparsely inhabited but richly cultivated,
with fewer dwellings amidst the lush vegetation. When we crossed over to the more
densely populated state of Uttar Pradesh by coach, men, women, children, cats, dogs,
pigs, cattle, ducks and monkeys obscured the view in every direction. Everywhere we
looked they were bustling like bees in a hive. We drove past at slow speed trying to
avoid bumping into people or their ramshackle vehicles; the squalor was heartbreaking. It
was most shocking because thus far we had been cloistered within the splendor of the
Palace on Wheels as we drove across the lovely state of Rajasthan.
Agra is the city of the Taj Mahal, the most photographed building in the world. Agra
became the capital of Uttar Pradesh in 1504 during the reign of Akbar and was its capital
for more than two centuries. Thereafter the capital shifted to Delhi.
The Taj Mahal is the monument to the love between a beautiful Iranian princess, Mumtaz
Mahal who married at the young age of nineteen and became the wife of the Indian
Mogul emperor, Shah Jehan, who was not much older than she; he was only 21. For the
next nineteen years she was burdened and overwhelmed by his love. Child bearing
became her occupation. She bore him nineteen children, one in each year of their
marriage. She died at childbirth at the comparatively young age of 38. When a wife in our
midst wished aloud that her husband would someday commemorate her death in similar
fashion should she predecease him, the husband quipped,
“Yes dear, if you bear me nineteen.”
The Emperor and his wife were not in Agra at the time of her death. He was on a
battlefield further south attempting to put down an uprising. On her deathbed she held
him to three promises: never to remarry, look after his children of whom only six had
survived and build a memorial for her. The Taj Mahal was the fulfillment of her last
death wish. The inconsolable Shah had the plans drawn up by the leading architect of the
time. The tomb is built of white non-porous marble. For the decorative inlays of flowers
and the Quranic scriptures, lapis, carnelian, jade, onyx, and other colorful precious stones
were brought to Agra from as far away as China and Africa. The tomb took twelve years
to complete. Its beauty is in the perfect symmetry of form seldom seen in a public
monument and the balance the architect achieved in the design of the central tomb and
the four slender minarets that surround it. It is a remarkable union between architecture
and art. The white marble construction enhances the beauty of this showpiece; further
beautified by the subtle artwork of predominantly black marble inlay that becomes visible
at close quarters. Floral designs abound and the artwork is exquisite; flowers and leaves
are inlaid on the white marble surface in precious stones of green, blue, red, and yellow.
The black marble inlay of the Quaranic scripture deepens the purity that white represents.
“Observe,” said our guide, “the letters at the top of the arched doorway are bigger than
those at the bottom; so designed to enable you to read the scripture without distortion.
You don‟t need to squint your eyes.”
Harking back to the second of the three promises that the Shah gave his dying wife;
subsequent events demonstrate that her concerns were misplaced. She requested him not
to remarry fearing that the stepmother would abuse her children. Her sons were not as
noble or gracious as their doting parents. The youngest of the surviving sons,
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Auranzebad, the last Mogul Emperor of India, systematically killed his older brothers and
imprisoned his father to claim the throne. This dreadful deed perpetrated by none other
than his own son thwarted Shah Jehan‟s plans. He had hoped to build a tomb in black
marble to inter his own remains beside the white mausoleum in his wife‟s memory. How
glorious this composition in black and white marble would have been! The last years of
his life were spent behind prison walls. From his prison away in the distance, he could
gaze upon the Taj, but he was not allowed to visit the tomb he had built in the memory of
his dear wife. One of the visitors in our group whispered, “Aha, violence begets
violence.”
Today the world sees only the magic and mystique of the Taj. It is seen as a monument to
enduring love. It is not only a monument to death and despair within a royal family that
ruled India after conquest, but also to the death and destruction that the moguls heaped
upon India. Soon after the Taj Mahal raised its lovely head, the Mogul Rule that ravaged
Rajasthan and Hampi came to a swift end.

The Travelers

We were at the end of a week -long journey across Rajasthan, a distance of 2300 miles
from Delhi to Jaiselmer and back seeing not only its regal past but feeling the despair and
torture that conquest heaped upon the people of Rajasthan. Throughout the weeklong
odysseys we speculated upon the fearful life of king and commoner in those rough times.
India lacks the exposure as a tourist destination within the United States. Americans read
a stereotypical account of impoverished maharajahs in a third world country where the
only historical monument worth seeing is the Taj Mahal, where poverty is both rampant
and heart rending and hygiene standards are so poor that those who dare to visit do so at
their own peril. They have not heard of the fabulous palaces of Rajasthan, the pink city of
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Jaipur, the golden city of Jaiselmer, cities like Chittaugargh, Jodhpur, Bharatpur and
Udaipur, city after city of historical sights that made delightful and ineffaceable
impressions on us. The forts and the palaces set in the midst of each city are unparalleled
for size and beauty of architecture and art. Where in the world would we have seen
palaces so fastidiously constructed, beautifully crafted, ornamented and fortified as those
in Amber and Udaipur? These palaces do not have plain walls upon which paintings are
hung. Almost every inch of colored sandstone or marble is intricately carved. Murals,
paintings and mirror work decorate the ceilings, pillars and walls. If you add to this
sightseeing adventure of a lifetime, the wonderful hotels and the delicious cuisine, the
shopping experience and the gracious hospitality of the Indian people who gave us
service with a smile, it was truly an experience of a lifetime. There was also beauty in the
spontaneity of the many things and events we encountered: a cow lying in the center of a
busy city street, pigs and ducks foraging at a roadside dump, children colorfully attired
dancing gracefully to the music of a drum beaten by the father and an improvised
stringed instrument by the hapless mother hoping that a compassionate passerby or
bystander will drop a few coins into the tin plate; shoeshine boys ready to shine your
shoes in the midst of the busiest sidewalk; little children belligerently peddling all kinds
of handcraft, all operating freely without interference from city and state or prohibition
by edict. There is no orchestrated effort by some unseen authority to make the country
look good by sweeping the hapless under a rug; there is no communal effort to varnish its
image. We are allowed to see every bit of the human experience, the good and the bad,
the latter often excruciatingly horrific. Tourists depart with whatever impresses them
most in the vast spectrum of the Indian experience. The travelers aboard the Palace on
Wheels saw the best.
Today India is developing itself solely by the sweat of its people and the world is at its
door to sell to the emerging middle class. Few countries in the world have what India has
to offer; incredibly beautiful palaces, massive forts and the enormous wealth of art
within, ornate temples that were built for the pantheon of gods that Hindus worship, and
temples of religious sects like Jainism, Buddhism that broadcast messages of humanity
and compassion; Hinduism, the religion that gave India the ancient holy scriptures from
which many other religions of the world derived. The diversity of India must appeal to
the tourist because the world is rapidly moving toward diversity and assimilation in an
era of mass transportation and travel. The diversity is seen in the color of skin, the stature
of the people, dress, language, accent, features and economic condition. While a poor
beggar child holds out its feeble hand for the change you might be inclined to spare, the
Maharana of Udaipur rears horses and plays polo. The impression India makes on a
tourist is bound to be varied and unique. It benefits us to see India as the historical
wonder of the world. There is no other country on earth quite like it.
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