Banjaras: the cousins of Roma in India.
The term Banjaras bring up some images in our minds. Known in India as a wandering people, their mention is colloquial to music, dance, colourful life and constant travel. Everyone in India knows about them. They have the same image as the Roma in Europe. Colourful travelling people, who love to dance, sing and make merry. They are famous for their colourful dresses and their love for travel. They are mentioned often in the literature and have been romanticized in the tales. Although partly true, this image doesn’t always hold true, especially in the modern times. 

It has been human habit to generalize and form stereotype things. Like a Russian is supposed to be drink a lot, the Jew has a long nose, India is full of elephants and snakes or as in our case the Banjaras are still ‘gypsy’.  Most of these are not true but still people like to mention them because they are catchy! Like the mention about the nose of Jews was a Nazi propaganda. In India too, now a day elephants are rare! And most of the Banjaras have today taken to settled life. All there stereotypes are utterly wrong but they have continued…

The stereotype can have some truth, but one must refrain from using it.  Specially calling Banjaras as gypsy(most people do not even know the origins of word gypsy). They are a much talked but little understood people. Few people know about their history. In fact many of the Banjaras too have become ignorant of their origins and rarely is anyone aware of the presence of their distant cousins ‘the Romani’ in Europe. But with education seeping in the Roma society, things are changing. The ‘Indian institute of Romani studies’ is leading the way in this direction.

With the efforts of the government and the next wave of changes, the Banjaras are taking to the settled life. They are becoming more aware and their living standards are constantly improving. We will discuss about a Banjaras in present times, their place in the current society and their future…

For a case study we will consider the Banjaras in the ‘Telugu’ speaking state of ‘Andhra Pradesh’ in India. It’s in the southern India. It’s not sure when they arrived here but today they are well mixed with the local groups. To know more about them we have to depend on the legends and folklores of the Banjaras.

These tall, stout and aristocratic looking people settled down in the forests about 200-300 years ago. Talk to a village elder and he will tell you that they are related to “Prithwiraj Chauhan”. Although these people are not aware of the presence of their cousins ‘the Romani’ in Europe… the mention of Chauhan itself says it all. It links them to the Rajput warriors of 11th century in the northern India. It also makes them the people most closely related to the Romani from the distant people. May be their fore fathers left together; just that they took different routes…

As foe how what does decadence from Prithwijar Chauhan tell us… we will discuss later. But firstly I must mention that it’s known that Romani are the people from India who left during raids form Mahmud of Ghazni. The customs and language of Romani are still similar to those in India. Let’s now relate it to the Banjaras.

Prithwiraj Chauhan was the king who fought Mahmud of Ghazni. The western historians say that he beat him twice and spared his life. But the Indian historians have said that he beat him 17 times.  On being captured Mahmud begged for his life. As was the code of conduct of a warrior, he left Mahmud alive and let him go. This was to prove a big mistake as Mahmud would prove the scourge of India…

Mahmud didn’t show any gratitude and returned again to fight. Because of internal conflicts with his father in law Chauhan lost the battle to Mahmud this time. Mahmud paid for Prithwiraj’s chivalry by capturing him and blinding him by piercing his eyes and sending him to jail in Kabul.

What ensued was one of the bloodiest chapters in Indian history. Mass looting, plundering, pillaging and rape followed. Many people from India were taken as slaves and sold in Persia, Bactria and other western slave markets. He came again and again 25 times in 27 years. Every year after the monsoon harvests he would come and bring down hell to the once prosperous India. With his new found wealth he created even stronger army and it became tougher for Indian warriors to defend against him. It was this time of upheaval that leads to the exodus of the Roma and Banjaras. But they took different paths. 

While the Roma had to face hardships and persecution even slavery in their host nations, the journey has been better for the Banjaras. They remained in India only; just away from their land of origin. India has been good host to all people who came asking refuge. The Jews, Banjaras, Zoroastrians and Bahais all were welcomed and never faced any persecution (almost the only country in the world where there were no anti Semitic sentiments). However the Roma were not so lucky! They had to face loads of hardships and even live as slaves. While the Banjaras have learnt the local languages for their comfort, the Roma were barred from using their language in many countries like Spain. While the Roma had to go through the holocaust, the hosts were adjusting for the Banjaras.

The Banjaras weren’t enslaved, neither treated as aliens nor prejudiced against. They got ample opportunity to grow and flourish and they made most of it. We need to talk about the present conditions of Banjaras to appreciate the above facts. But we need to look at the traditional Banjaras ways before we proceed.

They used to travel much like the Romani people. The absence of proper roads meant that they often had to pass from dense forests teeming with dangerous wild animals. India was once lush with forests which the British cleared for the plantations and took the wood for making railway lines. So the Roma had to cross these forests to proceed and in time they settled in these forests. While on the move they couldn’t carry much and their only valuables were their skills. They were good hunters, metal workers and especially the women were good at cloth work. They were highly respected and valued for skills as they were experts in these skills and their work was of high quality.

The Banjaras are unique in their way of dressing. In fact it is one of the first things that come up in your mind when you think of them. The women wore shell bangles (like in traditional Rajasthan dresses) on their entire arms. These white bangles make them distinct from the other people in their native Andhra Pradesh. Their dresses had lots of glass work stitched to it. They would also sew coins to the dresses. These made the colourful dresses even more shiny and attractive. One of my Banjaras friends told me that the bangles used to help the womenfolk in walking through the dense forests where long coarse grass which can easily cut their skin (elephant grass). The men wear ‘dhoti’ (a one piece cloth worn in lower half) and ‘kurta’ (a long shirt coving well below the waist) with a traditional ‘rajasthani paghari’ (a head gear that involves a cloth wound around the head). The men’s dress too is a clear show of their origin in the northern parts of India.

Because of their knowledge of the forests and the skills in hunting they were hired by the ‘Nijams’ of Hyderabad state as helps in the hunting expeditions. As a reward for their help, they were awarded land near the forest. In time they settled down in these lands and started cultivations. Slowly the old ‘nomadic’ ways were dropped for more conventional lifestyle. Up till recent times travelling through forests was a regular thing for the Banjaras.

As on today, most of the Telugu Banjaras have settled down and are joining the mainstream. They do speak their own language, but also know fluent Telugu to interact with the other population. Most of them are Hindus and follow the same customs and traditions as their other neighbours. Though poor, they are now resurging. They are listed in the scheduled tribe category in the Indian constitution. And so they are provided benefits for their upliftment in the form of reservation in government colleges and jobs. One of my friends who is a Banjaras is studying with me to be an engineer… no small feat in a country like India where the literacy rate still hovers around 68%. The Telugu Banjaras men use the surname of “Naik” and women us e the ‘Bai’. Naik literally translates to ‘hero’. Today the youth from the Banjaras community are looking forward to education as their emancipator. Boys like my friend here are forging the future of India. They are beginning to make a mark for the Banjaras in the society.

Besides all the progress and developments, they haven’t forgotten their roots. I keep asking question and my friend here keeps telling me more and more. There are many things about his people he has only heard of and not seen actually…. especially about the questions regarding the past. Like the traditional dresses… worn only by the older generations. The huge bangles and the cumbersome ‘paghari’ are not fashionable to the newer generation. The colourful ‘Choli nad Lehnga’ (huge flowing skirts and a top) are getting rare now.  The newer generation of boys prefers the shirt and pant while women have taken to sari and ‘salwar-kameez’. But still in the villages you can see the older people wearing traditional dresses. When I raise such questions which he (my Banjara friend) is not sure of, he humbly says that he will have to ask his elders. 

Unlike their cousins who headed far west and ended up in Europe and then in the USA, the Banjaras were stopped by forests, deserts and sea in India only (but away from home). Efforts need to be made to document more about their past and present so that more can be revealed about them. Also some light can be shed about the mass exodus of the first people who traded their homes and settled lives in favour of the unknown road. The people who created a unique and one of the world’s most colourful cultures.

