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F ourteen seconds is all we got to click a few frames and run away from
the racetrack as the bulls came charging at the victory line. A delay of
even a second or two and we could have had the bull’s horns in our
abdomens. And this was — not once — but each and every time; as the pair
ran across the short stretch of some 120-140 metres. I am talking about the
thrilling, nail-biting battle of the strongest and the fastest of the buffaloes

and their masters — the Kambala buffalo race.
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It’s the start of the harvesting season (between November & March) that the

farmers want to run their buffaloes in the race.

Different beliefs engulf the origin of this race. Some believe Kambala began
to please the gods for a good harvest. Other’s believe, that the buffalo races
started as a sport as a source of amusement for the royal family. Some even
associate a ritualistic aspect to Kambala as they believe that racing their
buffaloes is akin to offering gratitude for protecting them from diseases.
Regardless of which is tfrue, Kambala is a traditional Tulu Nadu sport that
helps in communicating the culture of the region. It is not a mere game, but
a significant tradition for them, highlighting the farmer’s emotional bond to

the local land and agriculture.
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That morning at the Kambala grounds was an exuberant one in the air as the
locals eagerly awaited the race to start. It’s a recreation for the farming
community and their families. It seemed well rehearsed, systematic, and run

N

https://zafigo.com/travel/zafigo-stories/kambala-buffalo-race/ 2/10


https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=Cp3GNIDxzapX4DOOqmtIPvtfv2AKQ6KO8iAGtmL3z6hW4orvr3BMQASC21bmaAWDlyuWDtA6gAaC7hJYqyAEJqQIQlUqkHFqzPqgDAcgDywSqBIgCT9CFLnEQRkcsKuxczo_4pdWR7U6BUCHnzM7KRNhKV69SWRdwNCqN3-rPVZpVlTejIpA2LtjCegRyaUUqNWgJgI1foEfylSpVgPj_U15yauBPGas_v7N1ojKOJcCGbn13Yn9DPj-LLWSbpnztimt-mkoPEhIqC1e0SCmDB4vXNQNZqMsOwfsvvmJJ9HgF52s9ltjhfEMcihIf3EtvdxwJKYuYyJnjo3m7ON2djAatEMMzjkyVPBGROSPKekrye2Q--TAK3qKVRMyeoUsjf-T5r99AfYEyuMdKO8WAP_JALbJKUqWM9Zd7ijha2V1ZAKsnqGBd8iV3GZBTeOm4MgmKq1UfJ1ftcpoQwASQjIeq9wWIBfL6xrhZoAYugAeg89T1BKgHp8yxAqgH4tixAqgHpr4bqAfMzrECqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH_uixAqgHjs4bqAeT2BuoB_DgG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHr76xAqgHn-GxAqgH1ckbqAfZtrECqAeaBqgH_56xAqgH35-xAqgH-MKxAqgH-8KxAtgHANIIOAiIYRABGJ8DMgiKgoGAgICACDoUgMCAgICACIDAgICAgKiAAqiDgBBIvf3BOljovsjBzYmWA2ABsQkjduD5t1x_l4AKAZgLAcgLAYAMAaIMDyoKCgiO37ECleKxApABAaoNAklOyA0B6g0TCJyNysHNiZYDFWOVRgQdvusbK_ANAogOCbAO97uniBm4E-QD2BML0BUBmBYByhYCCgD4FgGAFwGyFwQYAVAGuhcCOAGyGAUYLiIBANAYAegYAcIZAggB&ae=1&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIlYjKwc2JlgMVY5VGBB2-6xsrEAEYASAAEgJ_A_D_BwE&num=1&cid=CAQS2wEAEQoqgXeYjfyqp9mXyV7qNn5VWwXYlHlMKY9m4CKC2v7ngr_pKP8ln9Bo-XG5Ca-iWBzvs8x6uQFszT4tWZfgx7pzLxTzGzEBkisEX8HsBLkFu5HmjO7f7yQ6JeUpkuGon9YwwCMm9bDmGcOAevxFTB9Zl6aLgTuZqLkdTKpZ1PZlqzX6rrSOD21WVjGaOXWqVsI62rE2ADWZ6u5QqsX5hIhSZ9DofFEg817mquU_MHObOkHBedEL3koCYIUxyI9BCRcuWk3Ic9XzISi2fL3OlR9fWzO2DeIi_w0YAQ&sig=AOD64_14RriUuYKi7RzIrvwIWPMl8etIbA&client=ca-pub-3770683502015228&rf=1&nb=8&adurl=https://coursiv.io/dynamic%3Fprc_id%3D1104%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dcpc%26utm_campaign%3D24009325394%26utm_adgroupid%3D%26utm_ad%3D%26utm_type%3Dpmax%26utm_acc%3D1308143291%26utm_alen%3D1%26gad_source%3D5%26gad_campaignid%3D24009358706%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlYjKwc2JlgMVY5VGBB2-6xsrEAEYASAAEgJ_A_D_BwE
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=Cp3GNIDxzapX4DOOqmtIPvtfv2AKQ6KO8iAGtmL3z6hW4orvr3BMQASC21bmaAWDlyuWDtA6gAaC7hJYqyAEJqQIQlUqkHFqzPqgDAcgDywSqBIgCT9CFLnEQRkcsKuxczo_4pdWR7U6BUCHnzM7KRNhKV69SWRdwNCqN3-rPVZpVlTejIpA2LtjCegRyaUUqNWgJgI1foEfylSpVgPj_U15yauBPGas_v7N1ojKOJcCGbn13Yn9DPj-LLWSbpnztimt-mkoPEhIqC1e0SCmDB4vXNQNZqMsOwfsvvmJJ9HgF52s9ltjhfEMcihIf3EtvdxwJKYuYyJnjo3m7ON2djAatEMMzjkyVPBGROSPKekrye2Q--TAK3qKVRMyeoUsjf-T5r99AfYEyuMdKO8WAP_JALbJKUqWM9Zd7ijha2V1ZAKsnqGBd8iV3GZBTeOm4MgmKq1UfJ1ftcpoQwASQjIeq9wWIBfL6xrhZoAYugAeg89T1BKgHp8yxAqgH4tixAqgHpr4bqAfMzrECqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH_uixAqgHjs4bqAeT2BuoB_DgG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHr76xAqgHn-GxAqgH1ckbqAfZtrECqAeaBqgH_56xAqgH35-xAqgH-MKxAqgH-8KxAtgHANIIOAiIYRABGJ8DMgiKgoGAgICACDoUgMCAgICACIDAgICAgKiAAqiDgBBIvf3BOljovsjBzYmWA2ABsQkjduD5t1x_l4AKAZgLAcgLAYAMAaIMDyoKCgiO37ECleKxApABAaoNAklOyA0B6g0TCJyNysHNiZYDFWOVRgQdvusbK_ANAogOCbAO97uniBm4E-QD2BML0BUBmBYByhYCCgD4FgGAFwGyFwQYAVAGuhcCOAGyGAUYLiIBANAYAegYAcIZAggB&ae=1&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIlYjKwc2JlgMVY5VGBB2-6xsrEAEYASAAEgJ_A_D_BwE&num=1&cid=CAQS2wEAEQoqgXeYjfyqp9mXyV7qNn5VWwXYlHlMKY9m4CKC2v7ngr_pKP8ln9Bo-XG5Ca-iWBzvs8x6uQFszT4tWZfgx7pzLxTzGzEBkisEX8HsBLkFu5HmjO7f7yQ6JeUpkuGon9YwwCMm9bDmGcOAevxFTB9Zl6aLgTuZqLkdTKpZ1PZlqzX6rrSOD21WVjGaOXWqVsI62rE2ADWZ6u5QqsX5hIhSZ9DofFEg817mquU_MHObOkHBedEL3koCYIUxyI9BCRcuWk3Ic9XzISi2fL3OlR9fWzO2DeIi_w0YAQ&sig=AOD64_14RriUuYKi7RzIrvwIWPMl8etIbA&client=ca-pub-3770683502015228&rf=1&nb=0&adurl=https://coursiv.io/dynamic%3Fprc_id%3D1104%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dcpc%26utm_campaign%3D24009325394%26utm_adgroupid%3D%26utm_ad%3D%26utm_type%3Dpmax%26utm_acc%3D1308143291%26utm_alen%3D1%26gad_source%3D5%26gad_campaignid%3D24009358706%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlYjKwc2JlgMVY5VGBB2-6xsrEAEYASAAEgJ_A_D_BwE

05/08/2026, 19:06 Run With The Wind: India's Kambala Buffalo Race - Zafigo

like clockwork.

The racetrack for this sport is slushy paddy fields filled with water, but well
curated and maintained. Farmers from neighbouring towns form their own
teams and come dressed in vibrant colour. Buffaloes are well-fed, dressed in
colourful headgear, oiled, and prepared by their masters and brought in with

style.

They are infroduced to the race track and led in like VIP. The team walks with

the bulls over to the other side, through the slushy tracks, as the rest of their

team shout slogans.

The masters follow the bulls onto the track. They are nothing short of well-
trained athletes. With bodies of steel, masters run as fast — if not faster than
— the bulls. Watching them speed past me, I gathered that these games also

helped in the personality development of an individual.
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To me, the runners were like trained Olympic athletes. Their mental frame
was in a different league. How else could one drive the buffaloes with their
whips and run through the slushy fields at the same time? And that too

within a window of 14 seconds? Watching them made me wonder about who

was stronger — the bulls or their masters?

As the whips lash at the bulls, they get aggressive and gain speed, as if they
were chased by a tornado. Apart from the time taken by the pair of buffaloes
to complete the run, the other parameter used in deciding the winner is the
height of the water splashed in the air. They are markings for 5.5 feet, 6.5
feet, and 7.5 feet in the form of banners tied along the track, with embedded

sensors measuring the water levels reached.

The atmosphere at the tracks got intense with time, with explosive
expressions and belligerence as the racers made their way down the track.
At the finish line, the teams waited with bated breath to see if their buffaloes

made time. There was tension in the a/i{.
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Once they are out of the race, both buffaloes and runners are splashed with

water by their team. It’s the best way to cool off, given the heat built up in a

short span.

Some of the unforgettable sights are the water splashes emerging from the
race tracks. The slush, the speed, the colour of the mud combined with
ambient lights at night. Light from the rising and setting hours of the sun
made for breathtaking splashes of golden yellow. Just like the winning team
takes away their grand prize in the form of gold coins, I had my own prize
too, in the form of this adrenaline-boosting spectacle. My reward was getting
drenched from head to toe by the splashing mud as I stood by the track.
Every moment — even as I turned my back to the track in an attempt to save

my camera — was one to savour.
*All photos by the author.
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HEMA NARAYANAN

Hema is a photojournalist and writer from Bangalore. A graduate of the New
York Institute of Photography, she is an avid traveller. Ask her to name her
favourite place, and she will say Ladakah. She works independently with
various publishing houses, teaches photography, and also leads photo
journeys. She is a licensed artist with Getty Images and a fine art
photographer with four photographic distinctions to her credit.
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