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It may not have the same 

recall value of the much-hyped 

Pushkar Fair of Rajasthan, but 

Bihar’s Sonepur Mela is as large 

and important a livestock meet in 

Asia, if not more. Also known as 

Harihar Kshetra Mela, the annual fair 

is organised every year on Karthik 

Purnima (generally in the month of 

November). As devotees flock to 

offer prayers at the Harihar Nath 

temple after taking a holy dip at 

the confluence of the Gandak and 

Ganga rivers, this mega rural fair is 

also the venue where a broad range 

of livestock like elephants, camels, 

cows, buffaloes, horses, dogs, birds, 

sheep, rabbits and guinea pigs are 

traded.

Sonepur Mela had always been 

on my radar and with the law and 

order situation in Bihar now greatly 

improved, I decided to cover the 

event. I was happy to note that the 

fair is now run in a professional 

manner. In fact, it is one of the 

more important calendar events of 

Bihar Tourism. The spectacle was 

conducted in a more organised way 

yet, I was told, luckily none of the 

original charisma  of the ancient fair 

was misising this year. 

Swiss cottages right in the 

middle of the fair ground had been 

arranged thus enhancing the rural 

ambience for the discerning tourist.  

National and international media 

houses were invited to cover the 

event. Sonepur is well connected 

by road to the nearby towns of 

Chapra and Hajipur. It is 25 km from 

Patna, which is well connected by 

air, rail and road to other parts of 

the country. The fair town is also 

well-connected by rail links and it is 

one of main junctions on the North 

Eastern Railway network, in the New 

Delhi-Guwahati sector.

Entering the mela after crossing 

the old bridge of Gandak from the 

Hajipur/Patna side, I am immediately 

plunged into a pulsating market 

that has the widest possible range 

of cattle and commodities. The 

sights and sounds of this mela are 

something to behold. The rustic 

cacophony and the organised 

commotion of Sonepur Mela 

enthrals and bewilders. The vast 

multitude of people transforms 

Small town spectacle
The Sonepur Mela is a perfect setting for sellers and buyers of livestock as well as for nearby 
villagers to have a gala time. Text and photographs by Anirban D Choudhury

Owner Akhtar Imam gestures and plays with his elephants at the Sonepur Mela
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this small town into a cauldron of 

merriment and celebration for a 

month.

Among the prime attractions 

are the elephants. In fact, Sonepur 

Mela has its origins in the ancient 

times when Emperor Chandragupta 

Maurya used to buy elephants and 

horses. Closer to modern times, 

the Sonepur fair grounds were also 

significant since it was here that 

freedom fighter Veer Kunwar Singh 

assembled and recruited people 

for fighting against the British rule; 

the cover of the fair was used to 

launch a struggle against the British 

in Bihar.

It is the only place where 

elephants are traded. The spectacle 

of seeing elephants lined up or 

being taken to the river for a bath, 

their antics, the mahouts interacting 

with them, and the owners proudly 

displaying their pachyderms – are all 

sights to behold. Among the other 

attraction that is also a great crowd 

puller is horse racing, where owners 

ride their horses to show their riding 

skill as well as the animal’s prowess, 

both to spectators and potential 

buyers.  

Theatres or dance shows are 

also important aspects at this fair – 

starting late evening and continuing 

till daybreak, thus making this mela 

a 24-hour affair. Combining music, 

songs, dance routines and lighting 

effects, Sonepur Theatre is unique in 

its own way and a big draw with the 

young villagers in the vicinity.

What overwhelms is the absolute 

carnival atmosphere at its maximum 

– the joy rides and the “Maut ka 

Kua” stuntmen and their screaming 

machines, the magic shows of all 

hues, colourful street food as well 

as the brilliantly coloured bangles 

and rural ornaments, hawkers 

peddling all kinds of stuff, sadhus 

selling Ayurveda and local medicine, 

cloth merchants from all over India, 

local jewellery and handicraft stalls, 

the sound levels rising as each 

announcer tries to get the fairgoers’ 

attention, the robot “man” fortelling 

the future. This is a mela that has 

stood still with time, thus adding to 

its charm.

Bihar Tourism organised the fair in a more professional manner last year and (below) colourful  
bangles were a big draw at the event
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A little girl attends the fair with her mother

A horse is prepared and brushed down before being offered on sale

Various kinds of street food on display
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Stunt riders amaze the crowds at the “Maut ka Kua” or Well of Death show

A hawker takes a break at the Sonepur Mela
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Clockwise from top left: Horses on sale at the fair; a 
foreigner lines up local youth for a group photo; people 
gather around one of the attractions; a customer checks 
a lathi with decorative patterns; and an elephant being 
painted with colours


