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Thesis: There are many players involved in the endeavor to save the fort, each with their own objectives and goals. The players generally represent two conflicting factions: an organization called Jaisalmer in Jeopardy in conjunction with the king and the residents of the fort.

1. History of the Fort

2. Causes of its collapse

3. Conflict

a) residents vs. District Administration

b) residents and tourism

c) residents and Jaisalmer in Jeopardy

d) influence of the king and his unfair profits

e) residents interest ignored

Jaisalmer is located in the Thar Desert within the Northwest, Indian state of Rajasthan, which is close to the border of Pakistan. Jaisalmer is bounded to the north with Bikaner which is 300 kilometers away, 100 kilometers to the east you will find Pokaran, 150 kilometers to the south will lead you to Barmer and to the west Pakistan. The fort of Jaisalmer is the only inhabited fort in world today.  Rawal Jaisal, king of Lodhrava founded the city of Jaisalmer in 1156 A.D. on a triangular hill of an area of 5.1 square kilometers. Legend has it that Lord Krishna and his entourage close to dieing of thirst tapped into an underground spring brought forth by a shot arrow. Rawal Jaisal had his kingdom established originally at Lodhrava 14 kilometers away from the hill. He noticed that one of his cows would not give milk. The next day he followed the cow from afar to discover that her milk flowed on top of Trikutta hill. Jaisal discovered an inscription describing the Krishna legend. Believing the hill to be sacred, Rawal Jaisal relocated his kingdom anointed Jaisalmer. 

The Fort itself was built between 1750 and 1850 (“Jaisalmer, a Lovely World”) during the time when the fort was first completed there was an influx of the fort’s population due to a visiting envoy from the British government and his caravan of more than 2,000 people. Up until 1850 the royal family had a herd of elephants, a garrison of horses and camels, military equipment which included cannons and a stockpile of food which would sustain the population for seven years, all this within the fort walls (Sharma). The population within the fort is pretty much the same today even with the recent influx of seasonal tourists. The fort currently holds 4,000 residents and during the tourist season between October and March there is no more than 6000 tourists a month staying within the fort.

The fort consists of large golden sandstone boulders that have been carefully chiseled into place so little or no mortar was needed. The mortar they did use was processed lime that is in abundance in the area. The majority of the roofs are kept in the traditional style with slates of wood beneath a thick layer of cow dung and mud which needs to be completely replaced every three years due to use of natural materials. The fort was originally built with an open gulley sewer system. Indoor plumbing was introduced in 1965 with the arrival of a water supply line. 80 % of homes now have indoor toilets.

One of the biggest enemies of the desert fort ironically enough is water. The open gulley drainage system, which was only recently replaced with underground sewer lines slowly, eroded away at the fort walls. According to Sue Carpenter of Jaisalmer in Jeopardy “the root of Jaisalmer’s problems is its drainage system”(Collapse of the Golden City). The water pipeline itself, which brought water to the fort in 1965, is still in use and often causes damage through frequent leaks. The delivery and removal of water from the Fort is the ultimate responsibility of the local municipal government, which is overseen by the Jaisalmer District Administration.

  
Four of the fort’s bastions, 250 houses, filigree stone havelis and the queen’s palace were either damaged or weakened during heavy monsoons in 1997. On January 26th, 2001 the Great Indian Earthquake shook Gujarat and nearby Rajasthan with a fury mapping 8.1 on the Richter scale. Jaisalmer’s Golden Fort was heavily affected by the quake. Hawa Pol, one of the four gates, Badal Mahal the Maharaja of Jaisalmer’s house, and the Salim Singh ki Haveli collapsed or were severely damaged by the Gujarati earthquake (Charan History Today). The foundations of the fort were also weakened with visible cracks. 

There is no denying that the fort of Jaisalmer is in need of restoration and improved infrastructure, but the current players in it’s resurgence have created an atmosphere of distrust and misinformation which makes it quite unclear what the real future of the fort will be. There are many players involved in the endeavor to save the fort, each with their own objectives and goals. The players generally represent two conflicting factions: an organization called Jaisalmer in Jeopardy in conjunction with the king and the residents of the fort.

Since the breakdown of the fort started there has been a huge conflict regarding the cause and the involvement of the local residents. According to a current case within the high Rajasthan court, the Jaisalmer District Administration and the municipality board has issued an order that 100 houses are to be removed which lie close to the interior of the fort’s supporting walls. Their argument is that when the residents repaired their homes per order of the Archaeological Society of India they have created new construction, which has been completely prohibited within the fort since the early 1980’s. The District Administration has also classified the installation of indoor toilets as new construction (Bhattia vs. State of Rajasthan). The local government agencies are essentially blaming the population for the fort’s collapse and believe that no one should live inside the fort. However, the residents have a strong cultural and spiritual connection to their homes within the fort. The majority have carefully repaired and maintained their property to the best of their ability limited only in their monetary resources. 


In the fort’s heyday it was an important port of call on the Silk Route from China to the Middle East. Today it is a steadily becoming an important tourist destination. The figures regarding the number of tourists who stay within the fort vary with entity supplying the report. In fact, the fort is capable of housing a total of 36,000 tourists within the six-month tourist season. Some conservationists argue that the number of tourists, the amount of water consumed and the waste created has strained the infrastructure of the fort to its breaking point. According to Sharley and Telfer (Tourism and Development) “Pioneer tourists visit attractive places and generate some expenditure in the host region; in response, the local community, without the benefit of any purpose built tourism infra- and super-structure, improvise in their attempts to satisfy the needs of tourists.” On the other hand, tourism has become since its induction in 1976 the major source of income for the residents of the fort. Their economy is based on the success of the 6-month tourist season in the region that has been affected by war, famine, drought, and international distaste for nuclear testing during the last 15 years.

 
In 1996, Sue Carpenter, a travel journalist, founded the Jaisalmer in Jeopardy charity organization based in England. “ It was the jarring sight of the cement and lurid paint slapped against the delicate filigree stonework that spurred me into action” (Last Chance to Save Jaisalmer). Ms. Carpenter was referring to the repairs made by the residents. Although she had expressed the drainage system was the largest culprit in the fort’s collapse, the first project to be undertaken was the restoration of the Maharani Palace which had already received a grant through the Indian National Trust for Arts and Cultural Heritage [Intach] (Carpenter, Return to the Golden City and Carpenter, Jaisalmer Conservation email). There has been a strong tone in Jaisalmer in Jeopardy’s opinion of the residents of Jaisalmer. “ Together Jaisalmer’s annual influx of 250,000 visitors and its new residents have done what centuries of hostile invaders failed to do: precipitate its demise” (Carpenter, Collapse of the Golden City).

 Jaisalmer in Jeopardy (JiJ) is required by Indian law to collaborate with an Indian organization in order to disperse the funds and manage specific projects. JiJ collaborates with Intach contractually and at has at times channeled funds through the Jaisalmer Heritage Trust. Intach oversees conservation projects throughout India. Intach operates through a local conveyer that in Jaisalmer’s case is the royal family, Maharawal Brij Raj Singh. Conservation architects employed by Intach to report on the condition of the fort have also been extremely harsh on the residents. Ajay Khare of Intach stated “The locals were ignoring their crumbling heritage, preferring an instant return from erecting concrete hotels or rebuilding on the cheap.” “Many local officials and townspeople seem more interested in the short term exploitation of the town’s tourist potential than in the long term protection of its architectural heritage” (Carpenter, Collapse of the Golden City). Khare again publicly stated there is an “apparent apathy of the local authorities and residents toward their disintegrating heritage”(Carpenter, Return to the Golden City). 

The local chapter of Intach is both headed and unfairly influenced by the Maharawal of Jaisalmer. The royal family owns the Maharani Palace the first project addressed, and the Maharaja Palace was the second project. These palaces are historical museums and are important tourist destinations. However, the profits from the restored palace museum stay within the royal family, and do not go toward further restoration of the fort.

Jaisalmer Heritage Trust is yet another small local organization which has received charitable donations for the restoration of the fort through JiJ. The Maharawal heads this organization. The royal family has once again secured funding for their properties’ restoration and improvement which will ultimately provide a profit to the royal family.

There seems to be a huge conflict of interests with the rebuilding of the fort and the royal family. Intach, Jaisalmer Heritage Trust and Jaisalmer in Jeopardy have all contributed to the profits of the royal family through the use and control of charitable donations. The royal family has not yet had to spend a dime for their reconstruction costs.

At the same time, Collector M.K. Khanna who was the head of the District Administration representing the local residents started the Jaisalmer Development Committee; their first mission was to perform some emergency repairs to the Salim ki Singh Haveli that they completed with 17000rupees or 405 USD, which is very inexpensive. There is an obvious distrust of JiJ and their motives within the District Administration. Khana told Sue Carpenter that “I held a public meeting in the fort for 1500 people and we decided to form our own society to do something about our city. We have all the expertise we need”(Carpenter, Return to the Golden City). It is important to keep in mind that although the District Administration through Collector Khanna were directly involved with the restoration of an important Haveli, Khanna was removed from office and the Administration have an order pending in court to remove 100 of the 628 houses within the fort walls due to an apparent misinterpretation of an Archeological Survey of India regulation (Bhattia vs. State of Rajasthan). Consequently, the power players in the conflict largely ignore the interests of the local residents.


The Golden Fort of Jaisalmer will without a doubt be restored to glory but will it remain an inhabited fort? The residents are in a real state of fear regarding their future. The players in the restoration process need to realize that the main reason why the fort has remained a desert citadel is the resident’s determination to maintain it’s glory. The local and district government’s need to step up their responsibility of improving the fort’s infrastructure in order to deal with the demands of the tourism trade that the state and Jaisalmer residents rely so heavily on. This will ensure the future of the fort for generations to come.
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