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marwari horses are renowned not only for their
endurance and ability to survive in harsh 
environments but also for their distinctive inward-
turning ears that follow the tide of conversation.

thousands of horse-
traders while away 
the hours waiting for 
potential sales.

Refreshment is scarce 
in the desert so traders 
bring their animals to 
huge water troughs which 
are periodically refilled.
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the hoRses aRe aDoRNeD with siLveR,                 jeweLs aND beLLs aND takeN to peRfoRm at weDDiNgs aND ReLigious ceRemoNies

EVEN IN A REST HOUSE, sheltered from the egalitarian heat of 
the Rajasthani sun, you can tell a Rajput by his bearing – the way he 
carries himself, the way he swaggers, the way he garners a deal. He is, 
after all, the son of kings, the descendant of warrior clans which for 
centuries ruled over this desert land, the Marwar. “You learn to be a 
better politician by being a horse-trader, OK,” Devendra Singh says, 
scanning the scene before him, “because you learn to speak lies.”  
“So you would make a good politician?” I ask. “Of course, OK.”

On the banks of the Luni River in the heart of Rajasthan, hundreds 
of such potential politicians sit on charpois beneath canvas roofs, 
waiting. Every so often they will send out one of their prize beasts 
to beat the one-kilometre sand track which welcomes visitors to the 
Balotra Fair, hoping to draw interest from potential customers. Up 
and down the track the horses gallop, throwing up sand with their 
sharply cut hooves, narrowly avoiding collisions with over-curious 
spectators and sometimes, if their owners are lucky, a sale is made. 

Thousands of animals are brought here from Punjab in the far 
north of India, Maharashtra to the south and nearby Gujarat. It is 
a yearly custom which has survived in the desert for hundreds of 
years but in the 21st century the future of the Fair’s traditions looks 
bleak. Modernity calls younger generations to the cities. Progress 
brings the city and its polluting industries to the banks of the Luni. 
However, there are still signs of hope in the Marwar – “the land of 
the dead”.

Seven hundred years ago pilgrims from around western India 
came here to pay homage to one of the most-loved rulers of the 
region. Mallinath’s people came to worship him as more than a 
man. They trudged hundreds, sometimes thousands, of kilometres 
to Mallinath’s temple on the far side of the Luni River to worship, 
as Devendra’s cousin Durga tells me, “the divinity within the 
being”. Soon, taking advantage of the masses which swelled each 

year, business came to Balotra. Now the traders run the place. The 
pilgrims arrive in jeeps and buses. Today the temple of Mallinath 
is a whitewashed, neglected afterthought poking its golden-tipped 
head through overgrown acacia trees on the far river-bank.

Here, Devendra knows his place; he is a horse-breeder and trader 
himself. He is also a Rajput and responsible for some of the most 
superb examples of Marwari horses throughout India. Once these 
were war horses, bred by the Rajput lords in the 12th century to lead 
their people into battle. They have slender necks, deep chests and 
inward-turning ears – fluffy, jittery horns which turn with the tide 
of conversation. They can eat anything and survive and have adapted 
to living in the desert’s uncompromising conditions. The Rajputs 
believed the horse, along with its master, could leave a battlefield only 
under one of two conditions – victory or death. Now they are used for 
recreation. They are popular among polo players and showjumpers. 
Some are trained to execute complicated prancing and leaping 
motions to the beat of a drum. The horses are adorned with silver, 
jewels and bells and taken to perform at weddings and religious 
ceremonies. Their purity has always been sacrosanct. 

Devendra says there are now fewer than 1500 pure Marwaris left 
but there is no way to be sure. Politics have dominated discussions 
over creating a standard which would identify the features of a pure-
bred Marwari so traders rely on word of mouth. Lies and mistruths 
fuel the commerce. An old, dilapidated man shuffles past a much 
younger one who has a bullock in tow. “What is your price?” the old 
man yells, leaning on the bamboo stick he uses to shoo away stray 
animals. “What is my price?” replies the younger man, “Why should 
I tell you my price?” The old man shrugs and continues on his way. 
He has done this before. 

That is the way business is done in Balotra. Among the thousands 
of horse, camel and bullock legs, groups of squatting men argue, 

shove and haggle over an appropriate price. When one is close to 
being agreed upon, the buyer will extend his hand, the seller will 
grip it and, away from the prying eyes of the public who inevitably 
stop to check out the commotion, the buyer will hold out the 
number of fingers equating to his offer.

But this year the Fair is low. Animals are not selling. “It might be 
this recession we hear about,” says a young Rajasthani middleman 
with a thin, black moustache. “What is this recession?” he asks 
Durga beneath a chai-seller’s tent on the chipped stone bridge that 
traverses the Luni. Recession is a word which floats between the 
tents as talk of the weather might. But the concept itself means little. 
So, over a cup of tea, Durga talks the young man through the more 
elementary points of irresponsible, fast, easy credit. A small crowd 
gathers to hear his explanation. They disperse amongst a flurry of 
non-committal Indian head waggles.

But what is clear is that times are changing in Marwar. The 
number of distinctive Rajasthani safa turbans, in a kaleidoscope 
of pigments signifying everything from a man in mourning to 
the farming tribe he hails from, is on the decline. Instead the safa 
is increasingly being replaced with a brown leather cowboy hat 
complete with aviator sunglasses. 

Near the chai tent a Gujarati woman weaves baskets in the way 
her ancestors have done for centuries. Her infant son plays quietly 
in the sand. The children of such women and of the men who wrap 
bamboo cane in metalwork and those who work the bullocks on foot 
from Punjab to Rajasthan will never want to follow in their parents’ 
footsteps, Durga says. The draw of the city, with its social status and 
promises of fortune, is too strong. “They will never see any beauty 
in this,” Durga says, gesturing to the woman at work. And so, in a 
generation or two, the ways of the old will die an unmerciful death 
in the land of the dead.

pollution from cloth-dyeing industries has reduced 
the river to a trickle; the distinctive groans of camels 
echo throughout the fair; some young traders will 
arrive from all around india with their product in tow 
but many now opt for more technologically advanced 
forms of commerce; the one-kilometre sand track that 
welcomes visitors to balotra shows off the horses and 
also their riders’ equestrian skills and fashion sense. 

a trader makes sure his bullocks will catch 
the eye of potential customers; colours of 
the traditional safa turban signify many things; 
marwari horses were once bred for war but 
now are used for sport and celebration.

t
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Younger Indians prefer more novel methods of business. Some have set 
up stalls to cater to the cacophony of cellphones which require frequent 
charging. Row upon row of plugs adorn the stall front. For 50 rupees a 
pop, transactions can continue as usual. A large proportion of the phones 
jangle the same distinctive ring tone – a neighing horse followed by the 
faint, fading thunder of the beast at full gallop.

Devendra has placed a rare interest in a black-and-white mare with a 
sporadic temperament. But he insists he will hardly ever buy here. In the 
two decades he has come to the Fair, the trades have been rare. Balotra 
is the end of the line. The traders started their journey last August when 
they left their states in central, northern and western India. They arrived 
in Rajasthan for the beginning of the season, went east to Uttar Pradesh, 
to Maharashtra, Madyha Pradesh and Gujarat, then back to Rajasthan – 14 
fairs in all. Fourteen opportunities to sell. In the last days of the season, 
with their best animals long sold, they will grow desperate and chop their 
prices. After Balotra they will go home for two months before preparing 
for the next season. “It is a hectic life,” Devendra says.

There are some who are after a quick sell, no payment down. They are 
the used-car salesmen of the horse world, smiling through toothy, crooked 
grins. The serious ones, however, the ones with good animals, will not 
make a point of collecting their dues in a hurry. They know a good trade 
takes time. They have a vision for the bigger picture.

Kishen Singh has returned to the land of his forefathers after living and 
working in Brussels for the last 10 years. He too is a Rajput and a direct 
descendent of Mallinath. From his home on the nearby Tilwara Hills, 
Kishen does not like what he sees. “It is catastrophic,” he says, “absolutely 
catastrophic.” Balotra used to be famous for the miraculous springing of 
deep underground water on the banks of the Luni whenever the Fair came 
to town. It does not spring here anymore. The Luni is now dry save for a 
trickle of dark, blueish sludge. Green crystals form on the river-banks and 
on the undersides of stray dogs which seek its coolness. They are oblivious 
to what lurks further upstream. There are now almost 1000 factories in 
Balotra, all dedicated to the dyeing of cloth imported from neighbouring 
states. The waste is excreted into the river without treatment. “This is 
something I think I can help with,” Kishen says. “I have to try.”

Still, life survives in the Marwar. Native trees set deep roots to suck up 
the water that lies beneath the Thar sand. Nomadic bullock herders who 
left Rajasthan 10 years ago for Punjab on the promise of good fodder have 
come home. The crop is good again.

NoTEBooK
The Balotra Fair, about 150 
kilometres from Jodhpur, takes 
place every year from the end of 
March to the beginning of April. 
Tours to the Fair can be arranged 
both in Jaipur, which is on the 
traditional “golden triangle” travel 
route in India, and in Jodhpur 
so it would make sense to base 
your trip to the Fair around visits 
to one or both of these cities. 
regular trains, buses, cars and 
tours can be arranged from  
New delhi. 
A good itinerary would be to 
travel to Jaipur for two nights to 
stay at durga singh’s property, 
dera Mandawa, “an oasis in 
Jaipur” as one traveller put it. 
This will give you time to visit the 
pink city with its for ts, temples 
and palaces. 
If you go to Jodhpur, stay one 
night at ratan Vilas. This was built 
in 1920 by Maharaj ratan singhji, 
a keen horse-lover and one of 
the greatest polo players of his 
time. The following morning visit 
the famous Mehrangarh Fort 
which looms large over the city 
as a reminder of its royal past.  

In the afternoon drive to Tilwara 
and nearby Balotra. 
The more adventurous can trek 
into the Fair over several days 
on horseback. devendra singh 
arranges these from his property 
roop Niwas in Nawalgarh, near 
Jaipur. Tour groups can enjoy 
a camping experience with a 
difference, complete with cook, 
hot showers and, if you are 
lucky, a barber and masseuse. 
The desert heat can become 
overwhelming in the afternoons 
so a decent sleep under an acacia 
bush is recommended along with 
a thin cotton scarf dunked in cold 
water – instant air conditioning!
A night for two in these 
properties will cost between 
$NZ100 and $NZ180. Transport, 
food and luxury camping in the 
rajasthan desert will cost about 
$NZ180 per night.  
Air New Zealand, Emirates and 
Cathay Pacific have regular flights 
from Auckland to New delhi.
For more information contact 
durga singh, who has  
arranged tours in India for  
more than two decades,  
on info@deramandawa.com

a Rajasthani man 
shows off some fairly 
uncompromising bridle 
“bits” that are for 
sale at the fair; some 
craft techniques, such 
as inlaying brass into 
walking sticks, have 
been in existence for 
generations; everything 
is for sale at balotra, 
including a vast array 
of cooking equipment.


