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Warp & Woof of Hill Folk
From research &
teaching, Alams
launch revival of

weaving skills

By SHANTI THAPA

City dwellers know the Bhotias for
their skiils at animal husbandry.
Or for the special breed of dogs
that accompany them on their
perennial treks, keeping
(sometimes) even leopards at bay.
But some Bhotia communities are
now being gently nudged back to
another skill they have been
traditionally good at ..a craft that
was near forgotten and is now
beingrevived.....the art of weaving
and dyeing.

Ghayur Alam and Patricia
Alam have made Masrana (a few
kilometres from Mussoorie on the
Dhanaulti Road) their home and
are behind the lighter, softer hand-
dyed woollen scarves, stoles and
pashminas coming into the
market. Their aim is to re-kindle
and promote the traditional crafts
and skills of people living in the
mountains, thereby helping these
communities. Another aim is to
minimise the use of chemical dyes.
The Alams say they have literally
had their hands full  of
combinations and permutations
of vegetable dyes...all the dyes
they use have been

Bhotias in the villages of Dunda
and Harsil Their venture is called
Himalayan Weavers. The couple-

uses pure pashmina, which is

High Quality

oM teacher in Delhj

procured from the Changthang
region of Ladakh (4500 mts), and
Tibet. The raw pashmina is spun
and woven into fine shawls, stoles
and scarves.

By providing fair trade
opportunities and greater market
access, they encourage craft
people to sustain the creation of
their beautiful woven fabrics. A
part of the profits are devoted to
the educational and health needs
of villagers.

The Bhotias live along a wide

stretch of the Himalayas. They
are legendary traders, shepherds,
spinners and weavers. For
generations they nurtured
partnerships with nomadic
Tibetans, enriching their craft by
learning of new dyes and adapting
Tibetan designs. Their skills were
falling into disuse, as their access
to markets became limited and
largely confined to pilgrims along
the routes to the Badrinath and
Kedamath shrines in Garhwal,

In a talk held with the couple,
recently, important aspects of the
effort and their motivation came
to light. Some excerpts:

You worked as researcher and

hat

industry?
Alam: We wanted to move to

the mountains and were lucky to
find this place by chance. It was
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more than 20 years ago when |
saw this place from a bus and
thought, “This is it!’

We started the weaving and
dyeing business just two years ago.
But we have been coming to these
areas for more than 20 years,
What made you get into the
weaving business?

Pat: The easy availability of
chemical dyes has meant a decline
in the traditional use of natural
ones. One of our chief objectives
is to reverse this trend, and all our
products are coloured with natural
dyes.

The colours obtained from
roots, bark and flowers are very
beautiful  and are also
environmentally friendly. We use
Harad, Amlaq, Henng, Indigo,
Lac, Madder, Ratan Jyot,
Safflower, Tesu:and Wainut,
'idanéing ;s d:r?éTﬁ Masra
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Are you confined
alone?
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to Masrana

Alam: Two places are
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involved in the success of
Himalayan weavers. Masrana
and Dunda near Uttarkashi.
Dyeing with vegetable dyes take
place in Masrana. In Dunda, the
wool is spun by the Bhotia
Community. We use only very
fine Marino wool of 19 microns.
Raw Pashmina is procured from
“Changthan” region of Laddakh
and is spun in Uttarakhand.
Have you made a difference?
Pat: We have...and we do
hope that greater market access
and fair prices will increase the
earnings for this craft... that
through working with them we
can help to recover some of the
dyes and designs that have been
lost.
How many families are
regularly employed?
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Many more families are gelling

involved slowly. . there is a
spillover effect of this cottage

industry,
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Are you only working with the
Bhotias? What about other
communities?

Alam: We are also working
with the people from the Jaunpur
area of Tehri. They also have q
long tradition of spinning and
weaving wool. Greater access to
mill products has led to q decline
in traditional wool craftsmanship
We are working to revive this
tradition by supporting spinners
and weavers in villages of
Jaunpur.

What is your goal in short?

Pat: We hope that greater
market access and fair prices will
increase the earnings of craft
people and that through working
with them we can help popularise
the use of natural dyes and designs
that have been Jost. .

What do.you do with the

revenue?

Alam: Waitsti nerate™""
surplus enough 1o talk about it!
We still have to recover what e

have invested in experimenting
with naturql dyes, exploring/
markets and experimenting with
lighter weqyes, Now that we have
done that, we find everyone else
copying! To come back to vour
question, we inteng ploughing
back 259, of the profit for the

educational anq health needs of
the villagers,

Alam; In Uttarakhand, most
Weavers have some land, which

becomes aprecarj
For moye;

Ww.himalayanweaven -org




