Romantic Rajasthan by Susan Drew

When I go to India, there are two places I like to go to the most. The first is Dharamsala, in the foothills of the Himalayas and home to the Dalai Lama. The second is to the exotic desert region of Rajasthan. Here I feel the true romance of India – surrounded by lotus and jasmine, spices and silks, temples and palaces.           

  To begin our journey to Rajasthan, we usually start in New Delhi, with many high-end hotels to choose from. It’s worth seeing the sights for a day or two before heading south to the desert. We’ll see the Red Fort, Jama Masjid Mosque, busy Chandni Chowk Bazaar and my favorite, Raj Ghat - Gandhi’s memorial. I also like to stop at a colorful Sikh temple near Parliament and then head to the beautiful Laxmi-Narayan Temple for sunset prayers (aarti) and a real taste of India. 

  At dawn we’re off on a brisk train, plane or van ride to Jaipur, the capital of Rajasthan. However we get there, it’s amazing to see the countryside change as we approach the Thar Desert. I’m always fascinated to see the women we pass by, working in the fields in their various colored saris. The colors represent the regions we’re moving through – hot pink and orange for one, maroon, green and black for another. As we approach Jaipur we see the palaces rising out of the dusty desert and realize we’re entering the magical land of the ancient Rajputs.

   Jaipur is known as the “pink city” even though all it’s buildings are really a flamingo-orange color instead. We usually stay at the Oberoi Trident, a new hotel with a lot of regal charm, overlooking a lovely lakeside palace. It has pretty gardens, an exotic swimming pool, great rooms and a good view of the local elephants walking by each morning. But if you want to stay in a palace with actual regal history, you don’t have to look far in Jaipur. 

   Another place you can stay at is the Palace of Samode Haveli. An hour north of Jaipur and out in the country, it’s fun to tour the palace and have lunch there at least. Of course you can stay overnight or at Samode Bagh, with its elaborate tents, horseback riding and camel treks. Not too far away is Sariska National Park where you can go on safari. Just don’t expect to see the elusive tiger.

  After arriving in Jaipur and resting a bit, I like to spend our first day touring the Palace of the Winds, the City Palace complex and the downtown bazaar. Then the next morning we’ll head to the exquisite Amber Palace, riding on an elaborately painted elephant up to the hilltop palace. Once we arrive, we’ll be overwhelmed by the majesty of this beautiful palace. It’s exquisite – filled with mosaics, stained glass, mirrored walls, gardens and amazing architecture. This was once the home of Rajah Man Singh, his wife and his harems. Imagine if these walls could talk! 

  When we’re done touring the palace, it’s worth stopping at a small temple nearby, adorned on the outside with sculptures of dancing ladies and elephants. As we enter, we make sure we give the local priest an offering of a rupee or two. In return he places a red dot (tikka) on our foreheads, as a blessing. By afternoon, we’re ready for shopping – which might include some of Jaipur’s famous block print textiles and handmade stationery.

  Many people then leave Jaipur the next day and go on to Agra to see the magnificent Taj Mahal. Sometimes I do too, thereby completing India’s “triangle”, which is the basis for many traditional trips. If there’s extra time though, I like to continue through Rajasthan and head to Jodhpur. Like Jaipur this is another princely city, but it’s known as the “blue city”, because of all the brightly painted blue doors. Again we can stay in a palace or a newer palatial hotel.  We’ll begin our tour by visiting Jodhpur’s regal Meherangarh Fort, the Palace, nearby temples and surrounding gardens. Trips to visit some of the desert villages can be arranged too, as well as safari treks. Still on my “to do list” is a trip to the “amber city” of Jaisalmer – visiting Maharaja’s Palace, Mandir Palace, Jaisalmer Fort Ramparts and shopping for carpets, brass and tapestries. 

  I’ve been to the small town of Pushkar though - situated on a sacred lake and dedicated to Lord Brahma. After visiting all the temples in town and shopping endlessly, we always returned to the hotel balcony for sunset. As the sun went down, we’d sip traditional Indian lemon sodas – made from lemon juice, seltzer and a dash of salt to make it really fizzy.  If you decide to visit Pushkar in November, you’re probably going there to buy camels. The camel fair is so popular, it’s hard to find a hotel. As a result, many people wind up in elaborate tents in the desert, dancing and singing under the stars with the locals.          

  If there’s time, I like to head even further south to Udaipur, known as “the Venice of India”. It’s a lovely city and probably the most romantic of all. Udaipur is filled with exotic temples and palaces, inter-connected by lakes and lush gardens. There are a number of real palaces to stay in and new exotic hotels to choose from too, like the Oberoi Trident Hotel or their very posh Udaivilas. You’ll definitely want to tour Udaipur’s breathtaking City Palace, Jagdish Temple and take a boat ride on Lake Pichola at sunset. After a few glorious days in Udaipur it’s time to leave Rajasthan and head back to Delhi or go on to Mumbai (Bombay). No matter how long you stay, just make sure you’ve taken in all the tastes, sights, sounds and colors of this exotic region. Then see if you don’t agree that Rajasthan is truly romantic!
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