Pass up the grand
palaces and imposing
forts synonymous with
Rajasthan in favour of
a rendezvous with a
forsaken village with a
magical past

Text & photographs
Gustasp and Jeroo Irani

ur tour of Ajabgarh valley in
the Alwar district of Rajasthan,
hegan with 2 small tablet, dating
back to AD 17201730, by the
side of the main roadof a
deserted village, On it a Bengali
magician had conceded that the
resident wizard had powers that
far exceeded his own. According to legend, the
visitor, who'd hoped to bring the community
under his spel], was challenged by his locl
eonnterpart. The contest was brief and decisive,
The resident magician made a huge boulder
levitate and invited his opponent to bring it back
1o the ground. Spells were conjured, but were

all furile. It was only when the visitor accepted
defeat, that the airborne rock cime crashing

AJABGARH

{Opening page) An abandoned watchiower
stands guard over the ghost village
of Bhangarh

{Facing page) Temple ruins at Bhangarh
make for a quiet breakfast nook

{Bebow) Amanbagh is the sole hotel in the
desolate Ajabgarh valley

{Bottom) The murad landscape in Rajasthan

down with a resounding thud that
made the earth tremble. The visitor
was allowed to leave on the condition
that he engraved his humiliation in
stone. However the wily Bengali had
one parting shot. He put a curse on the
plroe that had driven him away that it
would repect all those who lived n it or
sought to setthe there.

{Clockwise from above) Farmers can be
seen herding cattie back to their fields
during the cow dust hour at sunset

The Neelkanth Temple Complex comprises
of around 300 temples built during the
Gth-Sth centuries

Women of the reglon can be seen donning
brightly coloused ghaghras and cholis

Villagers gather around and share a
hookah at the end of the day

Today, & compact little fort, perched

on a hillock surpovnded by craggry chiffs,

stands vigil ever the desolate village

of Ajabggarh that still seems fo swoon
imicler the old spell. An imdenzround
tummiel, 1t i whispered, connects the

fort toa 17th-century temphe which
onee housed bejewelled states of Lord
Ram and Sita in a 24-pillared conrtyvand.
We drove down a dusty lane of the
ghoat village, past the hrineof a Sufi
saint Baba Kapoor Shah, During his
lifetime, people visited in droves as it
was believed that the blessings of the
sagre woulld vid them of any curse, Even
tockyy, victoms of the evil eve, and others
who are supposedly possesszed, come
here to exorcize themselves of wicked
apiritg,

Pastoral musings

Bevond the shrine, farmlands
rolled ourt i all divections.
These patchwork quilts
 inshades of green
and brown were
dotted with the
oceasional chhatri
{pavilion), memorials
to forgotien princes

who ruled over these lands. History's
footpring is lght here — the battle-
weary armies of Emperor Akbar
rested in the valley in between

lomgr marches and violent conguests;
while Emperor Shah Jahan was
entertained ina special chhatr by the
erstwhile kingdom's founder, Ajab
Singh Rajawat,

However, the pleasures of the
Ajabgarh valley are primarily deeply
rural - this 15 not the Rajasthan of
mighty brooding forts and grandiose
palaces stuffed with treasures worth
a king's ransom, We ran imto a uaffic
jamn and waited, alongside a tractor
with a turbaned farmer astride it, for
a shepherd to herd his Aock down the
road. Further down, eows loped home,
kicking up a cloud of dust that filtered
the dyving rays of the setting sun. This
was godhuli, or the cow dust hoar,
thaat’s typical of Indian villages, laden
with a smeky fragrance that emanated
from open-air cooking fires. Dhasky,
bejewelled, veilsd women in eolourful
anklelength ghaghras and cholis or
flaming orange, red and vellow saris,
pulled water from village wellz and
then swayed with unknowing grace to

‘are prlmaniy daepty
- _rurat,- this is not the-

Rajasthan of m:ght};,

hrnqﬂmg farts

their modest homes, bearing pots of
water on their heads,

There was a sense of fulfilment
15 the villages folded up after a day'’s
wark: men in white turbans batted the
breeze as they passed around hookahs,
wiommen tethered their buffalos and
children plaved in abandoned fields
We pulled up outside 3 village home
where a young lass paused 1o look
up 2hyly from milking a goat before
continuing with the task in hand. Soon
a gaggele of women, faces partially
veiled, welcomed us with sweet milky
tea that we sipped i the company of
the family's elders in the courtyard.

Back at our resort, Amanbagh, the
only accommaodation in these parts,
tradition Aowed on with a roval touch,
The luxury resort is located on the
edpe of Sanska Tiger Reserve that
was once the ampmg ground of
Maharajah Jai Singh of Alwar Atopa
hilkoek, the former ruler would loonge
an A seat grved from rock, known as
The Throne, and have his men fan out
across the jungle, pounding on drums,
pots and pang and chase the terrified
tigers towards where he sat, The big
cats and other animals that straved
inta the crosshairs of his gum ended up
as trophies.

Ghost reverles

The next day, wie revelled inan
atmoapheric breakfast in the
abandoned town of Bhangarh, 12km
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from the resort. Leaning against
silken holsters laid out ona plinth of
an abandoned temple, we watched
peacocks dance and monkeys frolic
amid the ruins. The fortified city

is believed to be the most haunted
place in the country. Yet another
legend unfolded - of a bovelorn bt
poszezsive king, a virtuous queen
with magical powers and a lecherous
tantric, The tantrie hurled a curse
and a catastrophic sequence of
events was unleashed which led to

all the residents abandoning the once
prosperots citadel,

The cold breeze that swept acmss
Neelkanth, a complex of 300 Hindu
and Jain temples on the fringe of
Sanska Tiger Reserve (35km from
Amanbagh), later in the evening was
a blast from the past. The crown jewel
of thiz complex, built between the
Gith and Gth centuries, i3 the shrine
dedicated to Lord Shiva. Sadly, all the
others are derelict — including the one
that venerates Parshavanath, a Jain

tirthankara (one who has attained
enlightenment and guides others in
their own gquests) whese pink-stone
statue stll stands tall amidst the nuns

The Ajabgarh valley glowed in
post-sunset hues as we made our way
back, past eolourful pypsy cravans,
quiet hambets and peacocks preening
on trees, the air resonating with their
shrill amorous cries, Suddenly, we
shivered, Waz that a gust of cold wind
or the chilly touch of a lost, wandering
spirit? We will never know. B

is also pleasant; but the
ﬂal.ﬁhhuurmg Sansha Tiger
Reserve is-closed than,

Qatting there
Jalmufﬂl}kmlhthe

'.most mnvaniant raifiway

road vis & detour st D
fram NH11 between HFC“'
and Agra.

Getting arcund

Private self-driven vehicles
ora hired taxi is Ideal;-
u'bliu trunapqrt is almost

www.ta&aﬂ:huntnurism.
goviin
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& AT A GLANCE
Located BOKM northwest
af Jaipur, In the Alwar
distnet of Rajasthan, the
rural Ajabgarh valley is
sel against the backdrop
of the yerdant Aravallis,
Brirnmiing with vibeant
codours and hegends, if
includes a ghost village
whene two headstrong
magicians omge clasked,
an ancient 1ot opon

& hill and a scattering

af monuments and
nemaorials to forgotien
kings and princes, The
ared of the valley which
ligs &t thee edge of the

Sanshka Tiger Reservie was
also anhce a popular royel

munting groumnd.

"~ EXPLORE
The ghost 1gwn of
Bhangarh (12km from
Ajpbgarh) was built in
the 171h century by Raja
Bhagwant Das, the then
Fulor of Ambern, for his
younger san, Madho
Sangn, Thee city, protecied
by five imposing Bateways
and threw encircfing walls,
was abandoned in tha
early 18th century and is
cofsadand 10 Be ong of
W oL haunted places
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In Incka, About 35Km avary
|= The Neakanth Temple

| COENpPRSes
araund 300 Hindu

and Jain shnmes bullt
betwean the Bth and Sth
cenfuries. Of these oy
the Neelkanth, dedicated

| ‘toLopd Sheva, isa

functioning shrine. Al the

tmpia of th tirthanham
Parshavanath, ane in
rEns, Wildlite apthusiasts
can angdy a satarl (2IEKmM
away) at the Sariska
Tigar Resanme (Chief
Conservator of Wildiife,
+31-141-222.7T 225,

wiw. rarasthanwilaife,
o Wintar dark

B30 10,300, 2-6g0m
Saymey  dally 6-10arm,
2.3046.200m., T, Declaned
a natkonat park In 19749,
ona can spol tigers,
lecpards, wild dogs,

sloth bears, porcupines,
anteope and deer,

EAT AND STAY
|m the Cane of the slesmy,

off-the-beaten-track

Ajabgarh valley, Amanbagh |

Amanbagh Resort,
Afabgarh, Alwar district,
Rajasthan 301027,

+01-146-522.3333,

|- 24 Havell Suites and 16

| altheart spa, live culinary

| tw, musical evenings

| vilage, Alwar districe,

+91-3828- 166737, www,
amanmesorts.com e s

+9I1-144-284- 1323, waw,
thesarskapaigcsin, 33
its ticket to popudarity. The T @ the ondrance of
plush resort = the anly Sariska Tiger Resanve (s
one in the valley - has a £ 25 room (including 4

roval sulles) resart buill

Pool Pawvilions within its on the site of a hunting
lodge of the maharajas
of Alwar, Tiger Den
fNear Forest Rest Howse,

palatial emwirons, a state

demanstrations, POmanlic
dinirng axpafences far Saviska, Alwear avstricl,

Rajasthan 301027, +91-
SVB3-80-623, wwrtde

Infopmed inhouse guldes [ tigerdan TET), also

and yoZa sessons. Well
are availabée for tours of located at the entrance
the surrounding areas. of Sarska Tiger Reserve,
Sanska Palace (Sanshka | s & I0oom lodge ron
by the Department af

Rajasthan 301027, Tourism of Rajasthan
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