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The morning of 12th May, 1952 was a blazing, hot. It was mid-summer, the sands of Rajasthan baked and sent out waves of shimmering heat, but hardly anyone seemed distressed by it. Jodhpur was festive! 

At a solemn ceremony in the palace, Thakur Bhairon Singh of Bagri slit the thumb of his right hand with his own sword and with his blood anointed the forehead of a four year old prince, ‘Marwar Mubarak ho! May you be blessed with and by Marwar’ he proclaimed in a centuries old Rathores’ tradition. The King courteously replied ‘Bagri bhadara se inayat! I grant you Bagri village’. Four year old, Gaj Singh was now the Maharaja of Jodhpur, the second largest city of Rajasthan.     

At twenty three years old, he was returning to India in 1971, after his study years at Oxford to take up his dynastic responsibility as Maharaja. While driving through Turkey with friends he received news of de-recognition of royalty in India, by an amendment to the constitution.  It was a crushing blow to the young man.
It felt unfair. He reflected on what this would mean to his clansmen who looked up to him as ‘Bapji’ – respected father. As the thirty-eighth Rathore ruler of Jodhpur he was still their ‘annadatta’ giver of food and succor.  His people depended on him as they had upon to his forefathers. 
The Rathores claim descent from Rama, the hero of the Indian epic Ramayan and are known as Suryavanshis or descendents of the solar race.  They belong to the warrior caste amongst Hindus – the Kshatriyas.

Crossing from myth to reality, Nayal Pal had conquered Kanauj – near modern Kanpur, in Uttar Pradesh today and retained it for seven hundred years until the Afghan, Mohammed Ghori routed him in 1193 and conquered Kanauj.  
Kanuj’s last Hindu ruler, Jai Chand, fled the kingdom and headed west, but, drowned in the Ganges while crossing the river.  His grandson, Sheoji, survived and headed towards the barren desert, knowingly, so that no enemy would follow him to such a desolate land, the Land of Death or Marwar. 

The Great Indian Desert or the Thar, of which Marwar is a part, is one of the most inhospitable landscapes on earth. Sandy tracts in western Marwar are characterized by a harsh physical geography and a fragile ecology. High wind velocity, shifting sand dunes and very deep and saline water sources pose a challenge to sustained human habitation. Large distances separate hamlets and settlements.  The area is also prone to devastating droughts. Relief is found only on the sandy plain lying northwest of the Aravalli Range, known as the gateway to the Thar because it lies on desert’s edge. Here, there is a little rainfall, but extremes of temperature torment it from summer to winter. Thorn scrub forests lie next to the Aravalli Range, while the rest of the region lies in the Thar Desert.

The Luni River is the only water source of the plains. It originates in the Pushkar Lake of Ajmer and flows through Marwar fed by numerous tributaries that flow from the Aravallis in a south-westerly direction until it finally disappears into the seasonal wetland of the Rann of Kutch in Gujarat. 

As his flight came into Delhi, readying for touch down Gaj Singh II’s thoughts flew to what had been the glorious state of Marwar and its capital Jodhpur. He began to reminisce …..
Sheoji, the grandson of Jai Chand galloped away from the ruins of imperial Kanauj and reached Marwar where he gained a foothold as a warrior. Hearing of his prowess, he was invited by the Brahmins of Palli, a wealthy trading town, to defend their habitation against Muslims and tribal marauders.  Having done this successfully, a few years later Sheoji assumed control of Palli and set himself up as an independent ruler. Ballads sing of his courage and a tablet in the village of Bithu records his death in 1273, fighting one of the generals of Sultan Ghiyas-ud-din heroically.  

His son Asthan got Kher by marrying the Princess of Kher but, had her family murdered during the celebrations itself. Later, he redeemed himself fighting the army of Jalal-ud-din Khilji and going down courageously. The Rathores were now well entrenched in Marwar.  Ashtan’s grandson, Rao Raipal’s act of sharing his grain with his people during a terrible famine, indicates that the Rathores saw themselves as kings and acted as such. Eight rulers followed Asthan in quick succession, falling in battle with Muslim armies. 
Rao Doohad tried to re-capture Kanauj and failed miserably, but is remembered for bringing the Goddess Chakershwari, the Kul Devi to Marwar.  The goddess chose her site, for the bullock cart in which Doohad carried her idol got stuck in the sand near Nagana and would not budge.  Having travelled a long distance, the exhausted Doohad lay down under a tree with the idol on his chest, to rest a while and fell asleep. The idol slipped to the ground. The temple was erected on that very spot. Today, a two hour’s drive from Jodhpur, it is revered as Nag Nechiaji and every Rathore seeks her blessings on important occasions of life.

Rathori life was developing through varied experiences. 
With Rao Jalansi – Doohad’s great grandson – the Rathores adopted the safa when ……. 
In battle with the Soda Rajputs, Jalansi snatched the Soda chief’s turban off his head.  It was the ultimate humiliation for the enemy and the ultimate prize for the victors. The Rathores adopted the safa to commemorate this triumph. It has since become an integral part of Jodhpuri men’s wear. 
Jalansi’s successors did not let him down. Victory followed victory and the safa took on different hues to mark various occasions, like birth, death, festivals and marriage. In fact, the safa is the most important part of bridal attire for all north Indian men as is the Jodhpuri ‘mojiri’ or decorated footwear. 

Post 1375




Chapter 2
In 1375, after hundred and fifty years of proliferation, the Rathores plunged themselves into a war of succession and Mallinath became the first to spill the blood of a brother.  Further, he also invited the Muslims to ally with him.  Paradoxically, he turned out a blessing for his people. His descendants claim he was the rightful heir, but the Rathore khayats, chronicles, record his brother Biramdev as the 11th ruler. King only in name, Biramdev left Marwar after quarreling with Mallinath’s son Jagmal. However, natural justice prevailed for Mallinath renounced his claim to the throne some years later, led a very spiritual life and acquired great siddhis – spiritual powers – ending his days in Mallani, a part of western Marwar, named for him.
Even today, thousands gather at the Tilwada fair on the banks of the Luni River annually, to venerate him and experience a mystical phenomenon: Water beneath the dry river-bed of the Luni rises miraculously for the duration of the fair. Strangely, the quality of the water emerging depends upon the person digging for it.  He who has sweet water at home is graced with sweet water by the river and those who have salt water at home get salt water, even though the two persons digging the river bed may be just a few paces apart! 

Biramdev died in exile, in 1383, murdered by his closest friend. His son Chunda, six years old at the time was spirited away to a small village in western Marwar by his mother. They were given refuge by a charan, a ballad singer, named Alla. Chunda grew up tending cattle, but his royalty surfaced in sterling qualities and Alla soon realised the identity of his guests. When old enough, Chunda was sent to Mallinath, his uncle, under whose watchful eye the boy came into his own, blossoming into a skilful warrior and was soon anointed the twelfth Rathore.  Luck favored him. In 1395 he received a marriage proposal that catapulted him into a glorious future. The proposal came from Mandore, whose invincible fort steeped in antiquity was held by the enemy.  

The Eenda branch of the Parihar Rajpputs had lost Mandore to Allaudin Khilji in 1292 and it remained with the Muslim Sultans until 1395, when the excesses of a general cost them dear.  That year, not content with the levy of tax on grain, the general commanding the fort garrison demanded fodder as well.  Fed up with the bully, the people hatched a plot to rival the Trojan Horse! Two and a half thousand Eendas smuggled themselves into the fort in five hundred cartloads of fodder. The carts were prodded with spears and checked, but the men hidden beneath did not utter a sound. Legend says they even wiped away the blood on the spears as they were withdrawn! Once within the fort, the Eendas fell upon their adversaries with ferocity.  
Within the hour fort was won, but now, retaining it was another matter. So, the Eendas decided upon a marital alliance with Chunda Rathore and gave the fort as the dowry of their princess.  Chunda took his cue from fate and devoted the next few years to the rapid expansion of his kingdom conquering territories among which were Ajmer and Nagore. 

Now, as rulers of Mandore, the Rathores rose in the hierarchy of clans. Chunda sought to consolidate his position by marrying his daughter, Hansabai to the heir of neighboring Mewar – Chunda Sisodia. Hansabai’s brother Ranmal went to Mewar and entered Rana Lakha’s court not knowing that Chunda Sisodia was away.  The doughty old Rana inquired about the visit and Ranmal answered that he came to offer his sister’s hand in marriage. But, before he could say to whom, the Rana laughed and twirling his white moustache asked “Surely you have not brought a plaything for an old greybeard like me?” Taken aback, but maintaining decorum, Ranmal explained that the proposal was for his son, Chunda. Having conveyed his father’s message, Ranmal returned to Mewar letting the matter rest. When Chunda Sisodia returned and was told what had transpired he was furious that his father should have insulted the lady and insisted that he marry Hansabai.  Ranmal agreed to the marriage on condition that the son born to his sister would then be the heir. It was agreed to, and the marriage took place.

Meanwhile, in Marwar, a similar drama was unfolding. Ranmal’s father, Chunda Rathore was under the spell of his young Mohli queen. A devious woman, she began to interfere in matters of state and persuaded the besotted Chunda to disregard Ranmal and proclaim her son Kanha the heir-apparent.  Chunda Rathore died in 1424, fighting Salim Shah of Multan and was succeeded by Kanha, who, also died within a few years.  The Rathores persuaded Ranmal to return and claim his right.

Rao Ranmal was a legend. Within a few years he doubled his territory.  Marwar flourished. Then stagnated in 1433 when Ranmal vowed to avenge the murder of Rana Mokal, his sister’s son.  Mokal’s murder was avenged, but taking it to the extreme end, Ranmal married the murder’s daughter, forcing her to sit on her father’s headless body for the ceremony!  
Meanwhile, he had also fallen in love with the hills of Mewar and so stayed on to guide his grand nephew, then a child.  Gradually, he assumed all control becoming the ruler. Chundia Sisodia the rightful heir, fled and his younger brother was killed. All powerful, Ranmal boasted to one of his mistresses, a palace maid Bharamali, that he would make her a queen.  The court of Mewar was horrified at the idea and sent urgent messages to Chunda Sisodia to return.  In 1438, Chunda Sisodia, consumed with hatred for Ranmal, returned incognito and plotted with the nobles of Mewar. 

One night, a number of Sisodia’s men crept into Ranmal’s bedroom and while he slept, tied him to his bed with his own safa, then, proceeded to butcher him. Even so, the story goes, the warrior reared and killed two of his assassins, but in the end succumbed to his wounds. The Sisodias then turned their attention to his son Jodha who was slumbering in his camp beyond the fort.  A loyal drummer beating his kettle drum from the ramparts of the fort sang loudly: 

‘Chunda ajmal aaveeya, Mandu hun dhak aag, Jodha, Ranmal mareeeya, bhaag sake to bhaag

Chunda has returned from Mandu, Ranmal has been killed, Jodha run if you can, run, run……….’

Seven hundred loyal Rathores fled Chittor with Jodha on that night. Only seven drained men reached Mandore a day and half later to find that Chunda Sisodia’s men were already there.  Jodha turned away to live and fight another day.
He wandered the desert for the next fifteen years, but, destiny stepped in during the twelfth year. Tired and hungry he knocked on the door of a Jat farmer’s house, wanting only a hearty meal and a good night’s sleep; Marwari hospitality guaranteed him that much. 
Learning from a farmer’s wife
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The farmer’s wife smilingly placed a bowl of kheech, a millet porridge topped with butter in front of the hungry stranger.  The famished man reached longingly for the buttery portion at the centre and immediately recoiled, having seared his fingers!  The Jatni, beside him laughed and exclaimed “Brother, you are as stupid as that Rathore Prince Jodha”.  Stunned, Jodha realized he had not been recognized and innocently asked why so?  Promptly she answered “Jodha concentrates on Mandore and seeks not the surrounding country:  Just as you reached for the centre ignoring the edges.  Everyone knows that Mandore is Marwar’s strongest fort. Jodha should begin by conquering the lands around Mandore, just you, my brother, must begin eating slowly from the edge! Then Jodha’s prize shall be Mandore and yours the butter!”  

A chastised Jodha left the next morning. Fresh offensives were launched on the lands surrounding Mandore. By 1435 the Rathores consolidated and attacked Mandore re-gaining it. In control of Marwar, Jodha turned his attention to Mewar to avenge the murder of his father. Audaciously, he burnt down the gates of Chittor and stormed it. 
In 1458, Jodha was anointed the fifteenth Rathore ruler by his own elder brother Akhairaj, who abdicated. 

Akhairaj moved east to the district of Sojat and settled in the village of Bagri.  Rulers of Jodhpur have not forgotten this sacrifice. To date, it is the Thakur of Bagri who anoints the Maharaja of Jodhpur. In turn he is given the village of Bagri.  A further incident took place when the eighteenth ruler was anointed.  Shuja, the seventeenth ruler’s son died and he named his grandson Biram as the heir. When Shuja died the Thakurs arrived at Meherangarh to make Biram king. While waiting, the Thakur of Bagri, Akhairaj’s son, requested some food from Biram’s mother. Fancying herself ‘Rajmata’, king-mother she replied haughtily, “I Thakurji, am not your cook”.  Instead, Ganga, Shuja’s younger grandson’s mother quickly prepared a lavish spread for the infuriated Thakurs. So, they decided to proclaim her son Ganga the Maharaja of Marwar.  Then it became imperative to perform the Raj Tilak quickly. Not waiting for ‘kumkum’ the Thakur of Bagri nicked his thumb with his sword and anointed Ganga’s forehead with his blood, commencing a tradition that still endures.          
Meharangarh Fort
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Mandore fort was already over a thousand years old and Jodha felt unsafe. A year from his accession Jodha decided to build a new and secure capital on a rocky hill 124 meters high, south of Mandore, called Bhakurcheeria or the ‘mountain of the birds’.  Its lone inhabitant was a hermit – Cheeria Nath, ‘lord of the birds’.  When Jodha’s work force arrived they shattered his peace. The irate hermit cursed him “Jodha, may your citadel always suffer a scarcity of water”.  
Undeterred, Jodha laid the foundation of his fort on 12th May, 1459 but took some extreme measures to ensure its auspiciousness, giving it a living sacrifice. He buried alive, Rajiya Bambi, assuring him that his family would be taken care of for all time.  Rajiya’s descendants continue to live in Jodhpur on an estate called Raj Bagh.  
To Cheeria Nathji, Jodha gave a temple. On a leafy pond, tucked into a shady corner of the gigantic Meherangarh fort is a little temple that looks over the outer walls of the fortress at the bustling old city of Jodhpur below. Jodha also brought with him from Mandore the idol of the four-headed goddess Chamunda Devi. Work on her temple began in 1460 but was completed only three hundred years later in the eighteenth century.  The temple is in worship, where crowds throng during the Navratri and Dussehra celebrations annually.

‘Mehr means the ‘Sun’ in Sanskrit. Meharangarh, is the citadel of the sun and was built at the cost of nine hundred thousand rupees. A monument of burnished red sand stone, a hundred feet high, perched on a perpendicular cliff; it stands four hundred feet above the city. 
Originally, the fort was much smaller. Its extremities falling within the second gate today. As the Rathores grew more powerful Mehrangarh, a symbol of their glory and the basis of their strength, expanded. Every ruler left his mark. Mehrangarh's charm is its magnificent blend of different reigns, ages, styles and influences – the story of the Rathores of Jodhpur.
Mehrangarh, Jodha built for his clansmen and Jodhpur, Jodha’s city, at the eastern base of Bhakucheeria for his people. He transferred his capital from Mandore to Jodhpur, a city that came into existence rather reluctantly. In 1459 there were no water bodies of any significance in the area. The fort was under construction and the settlement largely undefended. Jodha’s queen Rani Jasmande took the initiative in solving the water problem by constructing a huge tank at the base of the mountain, now called Rani Sar or Queen’s Lake. A year later another of Jodha's six queens built a baori or step-well in the city, perhaps in the sprit of competition. However, it is only after the serrated edges of Bhakurcheeria assumed the shape of a fortification that people gradually began to migrate to Jodhpur, the new seat of power. 
Jodhpur was a walled city with four gates or pols, three of which still stand, although not in good condition. In the north was the Bhagi Pol of which nothing remains; in the south, Singh Pol or The Lion Gate and in the south-east, the Bhomiaji Ki Ghati Ki Pol. The gateway to the east, the one most travelled by, was the Phoolelao Pol which is still in fairly good shape. 
Wealthy Marwari merchants came and built opulent havelis. Brahmins clumped together, artists, charans, ironmongers, masons, carpenters and people of every other profession came in small bands to the new site.  As each category found their niche and built their residences, from the sandy expanse slowly emerged a vibrant city.

Jodhpur’s oldest residential area, as old as the fort itself is Brahmpuri, the settlement of the Brahmins.  Their houses packed together along narrow streets and washed blue with indigo to deflect the summer heat and create shade. Later, others too adopted the blue outer façade giving rising to the synonym ‘blue city’. 

Jodhpur outgrew her original walls within fifty years of her founder’s death. In 1543 when Sher Shah Suri, usurped the throne of Delhi and announced his intentions of invading Marwar, the nineteenth Rathore, Rao Maldev was compelled to complete the city's fortifications. The walls, which enclosed Jodhpur, were now twenty four thousand feet long, nine feet thick and forty feet high. He built six gates; Chand Pol, which faced west for the moon, was the first one. The other five gates were named after the major Rathore forts they faced. The gates and walls were simple and functional in design. The walls punctuated with platforms and towers for keeping watch and shooting, were ingeniously interrupted with projections so that no elephant charge was possible upon the gates.  
Maldev's walls, formidable as they were, were not able to contain Jodhpur for long and except for Chand Pol and Mertia Pol, the other gates were shifted outwards again in the reigns of the brothers, Maharajas Abhaya Singh and Bakhta Singh.   Today these gates stand repaired and painted, but unused because the walled section has merged with the expanded new town to make Jodhpur Rajasthan's second largest city. The walls themselves have vanished. Stone by stone they have been stripped for alternate uses in homes and shops and slums.  
Jodhpur remained a walled city till the nineteenth century, when under the influence of the British buildings sprang up beyond the walls, two of which were palaces for the Maharaja: The Raika Bagh Palace with its own little railway station and the Ratnada Palace with its private race course.  
The Jubilee courts were designed in 1887 to commemorate the golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria and the British Residents home set in 15 acres of estate were all part of the new developments.
Umaid Bhawan Palace is the last of the great palaces of India and one of the largest residences in the world – set amidst 26 acres of lush gardens. Built by Maharaja Umaid Singh, this golden-yellow sandstone monument was conceived on the grandest possible scale, in the fashionable art deco style of that time and designed by the Edwardian architect Henry Lanchester. After 15 years in construction, the 347 room palace was finally completed in 1943 and is residence of the Jodhpur royal family, but is also part heritage hotel attracting the most elite of the world.  It also houses a small museum open to public on payment. 
To see pictures of Mehrangarh Fort click here 
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