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t the heart of every revalution is someone who said o, someone wiho
did not accept what wias and what had been, and expected better fram
the warld

When the communities from the Thar regions of Pakistan crossed over into
thix Thar in Rajasthan, they were glven shelter in refuges camps, A few years
later, land was aotted to them across Western borders of Rajasthan where
Ih:"',.' hedto start Me from serateh, Thase FERHINS Were harsh and supportedno
livelilwod possibitities, With meagre income earned through ad-hoc labour
wiork, sach day had its own chaflenges and the next was unimaginable, All this
white the communitieswera still Fecovering from migration, frofm leaving thelr
property, Ivestock, and many hard years of building a home behind.

It was around this time that a demand for embroidersd apparel and
furnishings emerged from urban and foreign markets, Contractors rushed fo
commurities like these where embroidery was a cultural heritage, known by
Every p:ir-'.'li'u:‘i :"1|':-:-:“",.‘§.-e"|:| in l,"'.'1_‘:rl|-'-e','|-e','||:|'!-".|: af thelr hormes and ll‘;-l4|||||:';. Withno
option for Inelihood, women took to embroideny work for these contractors
at unfair wages and bad working conditicns, but it helped them sustain their
s,

With interventions from URMUL, an organization that has been working in this
region for owver three decades for socisl and financial upbiftment of the
comimurities, the women became a part of thelr income generation program

whierathey found betterworking conditions as well as fair pay.
This book attempts a compilation of oral histories of this journey. I've brought
topether many conversations | had with four generations of women in the

Bikarer region aswell as the peophe at LUEMUL

This book pays homage tothe lives of womenwhao said no.




a the women who have transformed Thar, their lives, and thase of their

familes, to the wormen who still have many battles to fight, thank you

for giving me the time and a chance for conversation, | Was a stranger
and v bore vour soul, and I'm thankful for every bitof the time | spent, it was
my privilege to be in vour company. My spedal. spedal thanks to Parubai,
Chandni, Purubai, Anti, Manju, Bhawri, Dheli, Tarabai, Chandni from Deli Tali
Eenkudevi, Mohini bai, Rangubai, Manidevi, Sahudewi, Harudewi,
Kast |ri|:‘h"-.ri,D|"l.‘:-|":-.J|:‘:]|_‘:vi, MMeeradevi. Te the men | met here who have stood oy
the women - especially Poonamji and (tarabai’s son?}

To Anshiud Ojha, firstly for believing strongly in the need for this journey to ba
told, tobe shared, to be documented, for sharing the vision with me and then
for trusting m with it, for giving me the freedom to visualize and the space to
narrate it in my own way, The entire URMUL family for your fervour and
commitment - especially Prerna Agarwal, Hemaramjl, Sunil Lahiel, Mulji and
c<hrother's names>, Laxmi, Shweta. Santoshji. Kamlesh, Kanmiram and
Champalal, Gulabjl, Komal - For giving yvoaur tirme to talk fo me. To Lok Priva fod
comoersations, company, and for visoalizing this book with me, To Rani o
making sure this book moves beyvond the first draft and goes into print. The
Ciha family, Arvind ji for the keen eye that spotted kashida many years ago, to
vau and Sushila aunty for yvour dedication and persistence to better fives of
pecple and for instilling values invour children and the entire UWrmul team to
work “with” communities.

To Ramneek Sangh, for being the bridge to URMLUL, for listening to the first
drafts of my tirmee qpent in Bikarier, foran unlimited Sy of chai and guiel
through my wnting howrs. To my family for their unwavening support, and
miam for trusting me at every phase of my life.

And last but rostimportanthy, to Sanjoy Ghosea
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No one leaves home unless
home is the mouth of a
shark.

= "Wrarsan Shire

Parubai, 58 yvears abd, crossed the horger as a
ten year old laden on a camel with two siblings
and bundles of basic material her family had
carried hurriedly; her father, mother,
grandmother, gramdfather, walked afoot for
what she recalls was a 15 hours journey from
Bahawalpur into the Thar desert in India. Her
family's main occupation was farming and
animal husbandry, but she says they left their
covwrs and goats there to rush for India when
f |l|_"|.I Cami Lo Kndw 1l |_|r::|r:_|-:_'r h.-:l] -1|::||_"|-::-:| fear
a brief period. She savs that communities like
Frers, that belong to a bower class and religious
rminarily were being barassed by both the
common Tolk and the police, Members from
the Hindu community would be arrested
without any reasen bor extortion of money or
livestock.

Ay alf these ||'-|'-.|..;-.':"- walve arrived i India
broughtwith the stories of their daily reality of
discrimination and persecution they faced in in
Llwe Form of abdiscticns, umavarrantoed amests,

abuse. forded conversions, and caste and class
based oppressions at the hands of
funeamentaliets o an already unetable law
andd order situation, they were afraid life would
geteven more strained withi the likefihood of &
wiar bebween the two countries. They had no
choice bt to escape the constant sense of
insecurity and look for safe haven inindia,

Majority of the peaple that crossed the barder
from Pakistan into Bajasthan belonzed to Thar
Parkar [literally meaning beyond the Thar)
district of Sindh, Umarkot. Mirpur Khas,
Hyderabad, Rahimyvar Khan and Bahawalpur,
They belonged fo many different caste-based
comminities sucth as the Meghwals, Bhils,
Sansis, Jogis, Odhs, Eajputs, Brahmins, Malis
Rabarls, Sonars, Jats, Mais, Darzis amonpg
athers, As The Nowhere People, an
unpublished report by Seemant Lok
Sanghathan notes, many of them were
landdlese Dalits and Tribabks, imv additbon bo wihlel
thay were mostly illiterate and poor. In
Pakistan they worked mainly as landizss
fabowrers in the fields of Endlords,

Upan arrival, they were put In 24 refugee
camps by the Government of India in Barmer
district of Rajasthan, The Indian government
provided for the hasic sustenance of the
covisial thousand |‘:-:_'-:_||:-|-:'- far over e pexd 15
vears in these camp settlements, offering
therm monthly ratlons of food and water, with
clothes and other necessities. Parubai recalls
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that her people were naive Lo have mistaken
that this is how they would be spanding the
rest of thelr lves, without having to work sver
again, So in 1984 when the Gowvernrment
decided tofinally move them out of the camps
and rehabilitate them, the people were
uncertain about life that would follow and
unprepared for the hardships coming their

Wy,

As a part of the rehabilitation package, the
Government offered land and cash to the
refugees, However this was offered only to
those who had acguired ration cards, which
weas maostly the head of the families. Each of
these registered people were given 25 bigha

{and which roughly converts to about 10-12
acres of land. However, as Parubai points cut,
this was nob distributed according o famiky
size, and éventually meank each small unit of 2
family got borely anything to farm and live, The
locations these lands were offered in
comprised of Barmer, Bikaner, Jaisalmer,
regions that were harsher parts of the Thar
desert. To make things worse, in almeost all
cases, the land distributed was undeveloped,
uncultivable, and ot poor grade in both the
Indira Candhi Caral area and the arid rone.
This. was not the only issue, the whole
rehabilitation process was marred with
carruption Some refugees were actually given
miuch less land than what had been officially

I the search for belorging, Parudr wod meeny [T laer had left their homes and ther lives only te airive o
anuther difficade period of their lves, rife withchallenges amd deserred from e way

allotied, Some people been aliotted land but
the land had not been actually acquired and
was privately owned by someone else. Insome
cases, the allotted land was officially declared
as 'ierigated’ bul it was actually largely or
totalby arid, but yet the owners are forced to
pay instatmerts as ownersof lirigated’ land,

The gecgraphic isolation of the Thar Desert by
mountain ranges and plains contributes
significantly to the weather patterns that
shape its distinctive, hot, dry environment,
Thar Desert and maore specifically, the regions
where refugees were rehabilitated come
under an arid zone that has a high
temperature, low humidity, low rainfall,
errabic and poor textured soils. Waber scarcity
|5 & serious problem in-the reglon with good
rainfall expected anly inoan interval of three to
four years. Annual rainfall in the region is
particularly low, measuring from 4-20 inches.
Rainfall data of the last 100 years shows the
region has dealt with famines in 41 seasons
with 24 of them being extremely severe. The
erviranment around the Thar effectively
absorbs all the rain that is carded in the

of life thar is dignified. respeerabie, and peaceful

maonsoon clouds belore the douds can reach
the desert which makes the resulting monsoon
winds hot and dry. Datted among the sands of
the Thar, are several salt water lakes that bring
no particular relief to the extreme lack of
drinkable water in the Thar Desert. The main
source of water for irigation and drinking
needs remains the Indira Gandhi anal. Even
then, it has not proven sufficient for the dense
populationinthisreglon.

Of the total cultivabed 15,73,02% hectare land
in 2014, crops on 10,%5.230 hectare were
destroved due to the failure of monsoan, Crop
loss and low purchasing power have pushed
the region inta paverty,

Glven this natural harsh, ard land and
conditlons, the region §s 2 drought-prone
region. This year, even before the onset of
summer, ower 5000 villages in nine districts in
Rajasthan — Barmer, Chury, Pali, Bikaner,
Jaisalmer, lalore, lodhpur, Hanumangarh and
Magaur were declared 'drought-affected’ by
the state government, With agriculiure and
cattle rearing being the only means of
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livelihood for locals of Thar desert,
persistent drought has forced residents
fes |1'|igral4'_4 i athar |'|:'_-1§_i|:|r|', willun e
state while many otherscontinue to cope
with cascoding effects of drought, which
hampers 2gricultural production, results
inshortage of drinking water and fodder,
and affects both, human and animal
health, The drought of 1987 caused by
the latlure of the south western winds
wias considered to be the worst drought
of the century for all of India, the warse
hit regions being Gufarat znd Rajasthan.
[he precipitation this year was l2ss than
50% of the normad and this drought came
in swocession after 3 or 4 vears of
recurring situation in the state- of
Rajasthan, which accentuated the
distress to an unimaginable level. There
was a severe shortage of drinking water
and anirnal fodder in ot the rural and
urban areas of ﬁ.ai.'q.‘:.ll'l.-_'lll Thic rlr-."rq_||:'||‘|t
situation worsened life and stunted any
itk progress the people were making in
Hhedr riey lives,

Parubal recalls the tough vears of the
new lite in Dandkala, around 130 kms
wiestwiarde  Tfrom  Bikaner, where her
family had been given land. Thase
rrmeias sbll caise ey ahldvers, "There
was no water. Life was tough, The PWD
wiad dolng some construction waork in
thiesi areas back then, We would go to

them and beg For sk Onsome days we
waould manage fourteen ripees & day
theough labour wiork 3t these dibes, but i
wasn't enough for us to feed our families.
Lo e wiould be at thedr feet to even giva
us meals and water, | remember, an
many days when there was nelther work
nae faod, aur children and | survived on
khejri berries.” For these refugee
chidren, education was not even a
passibility. Survival was of utmaost
importance, which meant risking haalth
andl safety at an early age to help their
families scrape some maney for 8 lving,
with the risk of being explotted for |abour
ardl the likelihood of belng married
before thelegal age. In times like these,
ane-doesn't think beyvond how to make
the next meal possible. This was a period
devold of hopes and aspirations for the
pecole. Parubei says, "Somenns frem my
iri-kaws side had once Laid, 'you know you
have 3 son, the son will toke care of you
when he grows up, he will work hard, and
you will ome day have 2 daughter -in-law
arsdl <he will also take care of you,” | said
iy 500 15 o yaung and he s not even
getting one roti a day, how will he ever
fird awife, whowill give a daughilér to us
when we ourselves are starving: | could
nal think of surviving tamormow and heeg
she was telling me to live in the hopes of
iy son and dacghber bnlaw aking careof
e,
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the ither side. What they bring with themselves is a
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The 90,000 people recelved sustenance support for the time they
lived in the camps and the money and land to resettle, but did not
receive no medical or psycholegical support to cope with the
hardships of migration and the identity shift. Years later, today,
medical facilities even for other health disorders, illnesses,

pregnancies, etc. are far and few.






pattemns, the choice of colors, and the stitches,
would largzely be inspired by traditional designs
but applied with individual creativity, The
designs often required symmetry and spacing,

even geometry to a large extent. But all of the

It i not alweays that art survives when people migrate, but here it did. Although it i< alwoys
that art gives back to the artist much more than it takes,

pattem making and pattern stitching was.

entirely done without the use of any ruker or
measuﬁljgjapﬂu tracing paper.
It was done entirety by hand,
under the supervision of :
twi naked eyes. \
countingthe warp |
and weft of the fabric.

l..“.'ll

Years later, unknowingly, what survived the
long, slow, and arduous trails, the refugee
eamps, the unforgiving Thae, was the lightest
possession that had accompanied the women
- Kashida: the dexterity of their hands, their
{.r_:igti'.ru expression, their En:irl-mm that they
carried without as much thought in their
elothes and their bags, on themsefves, on their
camels,

( & Fvrof e Neadle | LEWTL Pied |31

1




T S S WSO BN T O O O O e e o R A T T T O OB T R T S e e R R O T e e e o e e e e e e

B i} H: . :‘-" i " il L LA
SUFVIVEE O7 the Arist_ 75 o——
detr il W W N ) O e A e e

"When | oossed the border info India, |

would have been around & or 7 vears old. |

remember wvery litHe from that time

When we were dill living in the camps

in Barmer, | was married. lwould have

b aroune 16 then, A few years

later | lost my husband and even

lost two sons, Only one son

survived. 've seen very tough

times, You can see my hair

has turned white because of

all the pain 've suffered, It

was kashida that saved

e, | must have been 10

or 50, when | started

learning the taankas

istibches) fram my

mcther and my bua
faunt],

We embroidered
all our clothes,
aur  hoasehold
material sueh

T R B I S TR R R

as bedsheets, pilow covers, handkerchiefs, In
fact, for our weddings, there is a ritlial that the
bride brings embroidered furnishings and
clathes. For my wedding too, | brought
prmbroidered material

Wie were in the camps in Barmmer when somc
cantraciors came to krow Ehat wamen in o
community were very skilled at embroidery.
Lritik then, no one had thought that one could
make money by doing kashida. We ahvays did
it for our ownliking and for ourselves. 5o, when
they contractors sald they wauld glve us some
money if we made the designs they wanted,
we were very relieved because there wasn't
any other way to make a living, Agriculture
was vary unreliable, These conlractors would
bringdifferant kinds of plecas, from chothing to
furnishings to décor, and ask us to embroider
the deskzns they wanted on them which waz
often given on tracing paper. They would then
sell it to custamers around India and even
export some of this, Depending on the piece
and the design, the wage per piegce would be
around toen rupces, twenty rupees and it the
workwas elaborale thenmaybe sixby rupees, it
was notreally the Tair wage lfor the kind of time
and effort we were putting in, They would ask

S R TS TS L T S e e e i e oEw mr T T Ee m aew

us to embroider big guilts and bedsheets,
around 3-4 meter Big, but give us as little 35 10
to 25 rupees, We didn't really fight back. We
were not educated or aware to know what our
work's value was, We didn’t have any union or
organization to fight this collectively.
Somnething was better than nothing at all, 5a,
wie continued to work for them, b fact, 1o
make more money, Mmany women, Some even
very old and with failing eyesight, would hoard
morework frammultiple contrackors and work
really fast and haphazardly, just so that they
could make mare maney, But the kashida was
really hiad in bath quality and design, The fabric
wis sub-standard, the thread we were given
weas not of ood quality, and even the designs
were wery rodugh. When | look back mow,
instead of helping us, this kind of wark only
undervalued our art, our skill. The overworking
ardl rough guality also led to our skill, our
techniques, our health getting slowly
deteriarated over time. And the exploltation
wias growing toosiech an extent that they wourld
often tell us the pieces never got sold and so
they can't pay us. We were left with no option
but continue working on thelr terms because
there were hardly any olher ways Lo make a
living.”

Al the heart of the refugee crises is the question: what then survives?
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Whila leashics In fbsalf was the fret flicker of
hope for the refugees, especally. the women,
the contractors had tried hard to make sure
that the people pot anly a drop of the ocean. It
was the contractors who were In contact with
the market and the customers outside. The
contractors fully knew and urderstood the
potential of kashida, its demand, itz value both
InIndia and abroad. Yet they very carefully left
thie artists oul of the entire eco-system. The

refugeess were scattered In multiple villages.
they had no means-of education or orientation
to business, the women were hardly ever
alloweed to po out, they didn't have the capital
or accessibility to credit schemes to start thelr
own producticn - there was no way they could

passibly eliminate the contractors who were

the middlemen and: capitalize on kashida on
thedr owr,

But even In the driest parts of the world, the winds change and the fault lines shift to make way
for water from o roinfall thousands of years old. A strong current was already working its way

thrmgh !ﬁuduu:t, wmfurqmmmnm Hufmuurmmﬁe lives of

Lol Trwust, initiated by URMUL Dairy {Lttar
Rajasthan Cooperative Milk Unien Lid.) in
Bikaner, was already working towands bullding
and brirging sacial and economic change in the
fives of the people inwesterp Rajasthan since
1783, This work began with developing a dairy
by working with livestock owners, But soon the
organezation realized they had to shift focus
medical and health access and then even
further Into areas of education. Lirmul Trust
understood that working fo-alleviate their life
and empower them meant comprehensively
responding to the regional challenges. And one
such regional chalkenpge was the wvery harsh
conditicne of the area which was am‘wate_;d
by the great drought of 1988-89 that ok 3
ser.l:la:ck to H‘m ; m‘g__:"

lhresrl::nmg_ _L.:L'I

ablact poverty and hunger that waz brought
upon the people of this region The one
immediate way forward was o bulld a
sustaimable incofre  generation  programme
that made the people self-sufficient and
improved their lives. While iocking for possible
opporbunities of - generating income,  Urmaul
discovered the traditional weaving techniques
that were known to people from this region.
Similar wisits to the village-settlements of the
erstwhile refugees, led them to an
embroidered lehenga (skirt) 1aid outside a hut
for drying. It was discovered that all the
weoinen who had come from Pakistan in 1971,
an:i now their daugnters, daughters-in-law,
know the mﬂrm'lnlv hfrl:alc .=md allurans
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rimiul Trust was ol only opening its doors for those who

were inneed, but infact going out there, far, far along the

untrodden paths where no other help had reached only to
empower the peaple whose lives had been famished.

What Urmiul Trust bad bepun was a-very planned and collective
revalt with the people of the villages against the inhaman
conditions that had pervaded this region for decades. At the heart
of this revolt wasan undying faith in people's capacities and their
understanding of progress and development. There &5 danger in
approaching social work with an attitude of knowing more about
what the people need than the people themsehves, There is also
danger in approaching sockal work with a rigid singularity in
objective that is unvielding to the intersectionality of challenges.
Lrmiil Trist hiad been very careful and aware of these dangers and
staved far away from any approach or logic that would be an
impasition an the communities instead of 3 solution. Their wark
continued to remain expansive, the approach multi-level, They
understood that comprehensiveness and collaboration were the
only ways to sustainably alleviate problems. Which is why, a
decentrafisation followed and another seven organizations off-
shot in different areas in the region to thematically addressing Bl
issues in health, livelihoods, education, governance, and advocacy ——
interventions, with a focus on the vulnerable and marginal sections
of the saciety - women and children,



These organizations that were the offspring
of URMUL were:

URMUL Trust

Urrnul Trust established in 1984 in the harsh
and inhospitable region of rural Rajasthan in
the Thar Desert, has been innovating madels
for inducing community-driven socic
developmental changes by devising programs,
strengthening them, sustaining and finally
handing them over to communities,

Urmul Trust works across verticals ranging
from governmeants and NGOs bo PanchavatiRaj
Institutions, SHGs and other civil soclety
organizations,

URMUL Marusthali Bunkar Vikas
Samiti(UMBVS)

Urmmul Maruethali Bunkar Vikas Samiliveas
established in 1%87 innorth-west of Rajasthan
with a goal 1o nurture the poor and weaker
sactions of weavers in Thar of western
Rajasthan without an intermediary by
providing direct access to the weavers to
international and local markets. Ouer time,

I/_Mf R ——

their focus has been expanded to education,
children rights etc. The organization is
currently working on Library Project,
Commusity Eve Health Programme and many
others.

URMLULSeemant Samiti

Urmul Seemant Samiti is the eldest daughter
in the Urmul family, having grown out of
Lirmnul’s first step away from where it was born
1987 at Bajju, Kolayat block, a village just under
a hundred kilometres west of Bikaner, Urmul
seemant Samiti focuses on children's
education , organizing colfectives of womean
and other community groips to oversee and
actively participate in implementing various
programmes,

URMUL Vasundhara Gramothan
Samiti

Urmul Vasundhara Gramoathan Samiti
emerged in 1991 with a purpose to sustain
daily employment for individuals surrounding
Lunkaransar. It has now expanded io more
intricate details of weaving with expertise on
dyeing and new professional designs. Over

time, it has learnt to cater ta the demands of
urban markets and presently, aims to sustain
itself through portrayal and exposition of its
varsatile products.

URMUL Jyotl

Lemiul kyoti fraces its origin to Urmul Rural
Health Research in1986 and soon followed a
transition to a registered society after 2
decade. Ower time the organization has
focused on east-west Rajasthan deserd
districts of Bikamer, Jodhpur, Jaisalmer,
Barmer, Churu and Magaur. Urmullyoti is
known for expanding [ts role beyond
boundaries by providing aid to 4000 psople
Bvery year across borders. Urmul Jyoti Hospital
today operates 74°7 with an adequate
infrastructure and provides the opportunity to
villagers to understand the process of surgery
through five scresning,

URMULSetuSansthan

Urmiul Setu Sansthan ererged In 1994 withan
objective to benefit the residents of
Lunkaransar block and Chhatargarh block in
Bikarer district along with Saradarsahar block
of Chury district, Urmul Setu Sansthan had
been focusing towards service delivery in the
areas of health, education and training
community-based persans as healthcare
providers and teachers, The activities of the
organization have so far concentrated on

primary education, healthcare, group
organisation, agriculture, animal husbandry,
income-generation, water, sanitation and
capacity buiiding of local povermments as weell
asadvocacy.,

URMULKhejadi

Urmul Khejadi established in 1998 in Jayal
JHagaur district of western Rajasthan was
named after the significance of Khejadl tree,
emerged to mobilise indwiduals towards a
positive change. Urmul Khejadi's enterprise
is te transform passive. fragmented,
unorganized. and exploited labour into
collective entrepreneurs who can act topether
ta augment their own common property
resouroes.

But the moment of finding the embroidered
lehenga left for drying was nob simply
serendipity, When one charts the 40 years
journey of Urmul through the time of early
19705 working in the villagas in Bikaner and
then expanding both its activities and its
presence further deep to align with the needs
of the villages, then that one moment of
discovery of kashida ceases to be a surprise,
One beping to clearly see that it was but a
logical step albiet organic, in the unflinching
presence and steacly progress this organization
had made in its journey in the villages of Thar.
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Urmul Dairy was setupas |

a part of Cperation Flood .
wihich thrived to transform. [
| India from a milk deficient 0 _
nation to vworld's largest :ﬁf'-
ik producar R T
' The organization
transformed the
business a5 the redk
3 procisarmsent ncraasad
ey fraen 2060 litres In 1572

1o 1,500,000 liires a day

LURRAUL Diiry [Ustar
Rajastham Milk Union
timdad] was st mp in
] Bikaner as a part of
-.’.l thee Operation Flood i ,".

—
Pioneering rurad activist Sanjay Ghose,
wihio was part of Urmul and working with
the villagers all this while, tius set up the
LIRFALL Aural Healil and Develogmend
Trust — in Ehe desert detrict of B&kaner,
| Th chaal objetive of thi Trust was o
angaaser e rural peogle to &ldracs

!hﬂ'r cwn development needs. ..

Farmer mernbers of the dairy
co-aperatives gave the
mariclage for the Creation af
URMLAL Trust to resch aut to
the under privileged in the rural
arcas especiatly women and

children with heabth facilities.

Baginning of the
Income Generation vy

Programme theough
Eashida work with i f
woamen in ... villages

The great draught led 1o lackaf '

Tood, water & lodder thiat lsrt L e L LT 3
thousands of farmiles desclate and ot ARy i
wiped of about hall of the a5
Ii-msufck. It became imperative to | Begiririing of ..:_{,—!— .
priveide and penerabe mesn ol weaning work o
--.=-""'"'“"""'@'-'5=-—=a... livelihood ta the mlz faced with im Lk aransar _.:;i?r._
L) starvation, Jj = ‘Weavers from Phalodi who were
T S brought to traim Lunkaransar
Jﬁ i villagers, wanted to form an
2t organization of their own, batk
5 home in Phalodl after which
e " LIRMLIL Marusthali Bunbar Yikas
Raw wool wias glven for Samiti (UMEVS) was established as
spining ta wamon in a registered society of weavers,
theer villages of LT — . = - !
Lumkaransar as a drought ‘——'\\‘ TR Trustino different |
redef intervention Expansion of activities o the - - .~ - et ‘ '|I fasmily n'pn:atim wilth | "_ a
command area of the Indira Gandhi y | different objectives
Canal. & branch af the Trust was set =
- up at Bajju in Kolayat tehsl so asto .
gt e provide eammunity based "
gevelopmental serices Lo the highly
A scattered population of the area,




Ay organization working in the social
develppment sector needs to be around for &
long time with persistence and adaptability as
key skills to make any lasting difference to the
community It s working with. Urmul's jotrney
was no different. In fact, their work was
constanthy met with challenges that were
specific to the social and culbural contesct of this
community. Thevillagers were still carrying the
trauma of the discrimination they faced prior
to 197 1 which had probably only aggravated In
their struggles of suniiving in Thar for theyears
post rehabilitation. This frauma, accompanied
by their exlsting soclal and gender norms, had
rrvacle ik very difficult for them to trust anyvone
who Wwas an outsider, even if thess outsiders
werain fact Ending to help them.

When the work had initially begun and site
visits were being done for trainbngs  and
onboarding, the team would rarely be allowed
past the village "utaarn”, a chowk at the
ertrance of the village. Parubai says, "Earlier
they wiotildn 't allow girls to even step out of the
house or let anyone from outside step into the
housa, Some people with ill-nte=ntions of
perhaps nothing better to do, would spread
rumicurs amongst the men that women should

not be allowed to work with outsiders who
were bringlng us cpportunities, because they
would then leave the men and elope with one
of these strangers, or they will commit
something that dishonorable IF we expose
them o these outsiders. Who would have
taken us starving women? Did we really have
an option there? We had totake our stand and
tell them that our children are dying of hunger,
we had 1o doit for themif noone else”

This fear also came from the very limited
exposure to anything that was bevond their
mieans, Suml Lahirt, a Profect Director at Urmiul
whio has been working in the Bajju campus for
ovar 24 years, shared simllar experiances from
the Initial years of interactions with the
villagers "We called someone to come and
cook at the campus kitchen, When the cookes
whistled, many got afraid and ran away. They
didn't know what acookerwas orlooked like,”

"Earlier, wamen and men both would protect
other wormen and would Fear that they would
be misled or exploited, When they would come
foar training, men would accompany them,
either a father would come or brother o
sometimes even mutiple men. They would
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stand nearby and watch what's happening.
They would try to cross the training area
several times to eavesdrop on Ehe
canversations, There Wwas a clear fear. The
women would not even speak to strangers.
This was soingrained inbo the daly psyche that
even if there was a stranger passing by and
stopped for water, they would not step cut for
help. In the evening, their husbands were
infamouws to try and find out who came in the
day by seeing the footmarks on the sand. This

attitude was also getting passed on to the
younger generation, When voung girks WDLFl_

spg our people, they would run oway,
wiomen would shout and scream st our peophs

asking them to leave. Some of these peopies

had also presumed or judged that the wome
wihio waorked with Urmil from our in=house
team, were not honorable, dignified women,
buit in fact had been thrown out or run away
from home, In their company, the women
from the villages would surely be spoilt.

Then there was the caste izsue thal was
creating a boundary. The villagers would ash
wou your caste or judge you fromy your
appearance. f you would say yvol're 5C, 5T,
they wouldn't even let you come near them.
They waould not feed you food or water. On
the other hand, someons from a high caste
wioubd be treated better,"

The resistance to move out of the villages
alsa proved a big hindrance to the initial

trainings for the Income: Generation
Programmi,

Santosh ji, 54 vears old, has been working with
Wrmul for close to 30 vears mow, particuakarly in
Lhe areas of traiming and site visits, She savs it
was very difficult to bring the women 1o the
centerin Bajju from their villages for trainings.
"Earlier, noone would be willing to pet aut of

their homes, or their villages. They found it
very difficult to trust an outsider. They would
tell was they'|| weork right frem their homes and if
we wanted to do the trainings, we should do it
in the village itself. 'Our husbands won't send
s bo Bagu® wasacommon problem,”

it was only-and only persistence and presence
af Urmitd in the same sika and situation as the

villagers, that leq them to a slow and steady
bulld-up of faith. Without a formal or expert
suppart in the areas of addressing trauma,
addressing mental health and gender
sepsitivity; Urmiul worked tirelessly and often
alone, to bring about a shift in thinking and a
final acceptance that felt like being welcomed
into afamily.



The Income Generatlon Programime [MGP] was
built to establish the economy of embroicery.
Thraugh this programme, fabric was sourced
designs were made; dresses were colb and
stitched. and sent to the women for kashida.
The pleces would then be soid o the market
and (he women would recelve a falr wage
towards theirwork, Oneof theblpgest changes
IGP brought about was the awareness of fair
wiages and fairwarking conditions amangst the
artists whaowere getting paid exceptionally low
for thelr work and had ta wark three to four
times their capacity o be able o make miore
money. Sustained amployment for women,
higher wages, addressing exploitation by the
middiemen and promotion of the oaft of
embroidery were some of the miain abjectives
of the programme.

Efforts bepan [n £99%0 with a traiming
programme funded by Distric: Rura
Development Agencies (DRDA) for 20 women
of Sharuwala village. In 199293 3 grant for 2

Craft Development Center by DCH provided
the much need infrastructure consclidation.
Fow the organizationcould reach cut ta miore
waomen, had space fo hold meetings, stock its
production. as weall -as display intricate
cmbroidery creations of women. Anothor 44
women from (he villages of Bandhall, Bijeriangd
Candisalan jbined the project making a tokal of
&4 women. Dastkar & craft organzation,
consistently provided design supporl to the
producers for 10 days a month for two years. In
1993, 20 embeoiderers fram 200 joined
mking Fhe tofaltonnow 54 In 1985 42 wamen
from 24D, 1ED chaks joined. And n 1998, 53
women in three more groups joined making
the total membership of the embroidery
programme to 179 women., However «2
wormen from threevillages of Sheruwala, Bijeri
and Bandhli left the project after working for 5
to & years. Most of them were from the Rajput
caste and men in their society did not aporove
of the women leaving ther homes whatsoever
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the right direction in the de
production capabilities.

In the beginning, given that

was new to this industry, the.fﬁ
out 1o advisors and partners |

manth tralnirﬂ ﬁmpﬁ.
the women ln the twﬂi

the chaupal. Parubai had to fig
husband and entire family to ste
her chiklren to stay in Bajju
maonth training. There were n
wha had to stand up against t
The fight was not between vil
Urmul, but in fact between p
survival.

Urmul has been a pioneer in s
and formalizing the embroidery _I .

India. Through this formalization, :
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Artist, maker, leader, thinker:
thera are many sides to har. The womean
I have the privitege of meating i the course of
wrifing this book have one thing in commoan: they are

configent about their work,

It's a delight especially in the times when women often suffer from
self-doubt and what has come to be known as the impostor
syndrome, The women | mest are sure of thernselves, they are
certain of whak they candeo and are always willing to do more, if
opportunity comes thelr way, Cn my way 1o the first site vislt to
Dandkalan, we are jolned by Chandni and Manju, two yvoung artists
from the village, at the Bajju market. Before we continue our
journey, suddenly they are reminded of buving a big boltle of
Muountain Dew for the road. And to my delight, they are also very
insistent on making a stop everytime we cross 3 litthe shade, sa that
wecould have the cold drink while it's cold. They are corcerned we,
those of us who are not locals, are not accustomed to the heat the

-

way they are.The maker is thoughtful The maker welcomes our

company even thoughour arrival is last minute.




When | reach Bandkalan, the women in
the centre welcome us with warmth
and hot tea. The women are being
taken through the new processes and
protooosds for @ new project from IKEA
There is more record-keeping now' - and
more paperwork for taking holldays oe
leaving or rejoining and such. Thisrarely
ever excites even us city folk working in
corparaies, bt for the women, Ehis
briefing i5 only 3 sign of more work
coming their way and sc. the
everwhelming nature of this |s doused
by the exciternent of both regular work
and regularincome,;

The wamen are across different age
proups, The younger, wnmaried girls
arcwoearing sabwar kamees and dupatta
whereas the married women are
wearing ghagra, kanchali {short kurtd)
and chunari, with the chunari covering
their head as-a vell. Thekanchall and
ghagra are made of printed fabrics
devoid of any embroidery When | ask
them why their own dresses aren't
embroidered,; the younger generalicn
tells meit's not something they lke to
wear, But soon there i mention of
embroidered woollen skirts and we're

shown an ald, antlgue piece whichis a
heirloom: of Parubal, worn for many
vears by her mother-in-law, with owver
ter different kind of embroidery
patterns on it. This ghazra = entirely
woven with wool, I'm-told that wo
generations azo, wool was the staple
tabric, and the weaving was given to
Meghwal community as they were
pxperts in wonllen weaving, After the
clathes were woven, the embroldery
was done by the women. In thevillages|
g later, | also discover heavily
embroidered kanchalis hat ‘wormen
wsegl to wear in their weddings and
special cccasions, These kanchalls have
hig arms so that the bangles or arm
cuffs can pass through without belng
remoed.

As soon as an eblder or a senlor in
refation enters thelr vicimity, as ifout of
a natural reflex the wormen pull the
chunari to cover theiwr face. This
tradition is also sald to have been
developed because of the climactic
conditions of the plece and women
began coverlng thelr faces because of
the extremely sunny weather, The
chuniri 18 oftourse ransparent, but



often brightly colored. It is no less than
balancing a couple of pots on their head,
that the women walk and wark with this
coloredveil always covering their sight. Itis
discomforting to me even though they
seem utterly comfortable, having become
used o thiz colored sight. 1 spend many
hours befare | can look into their eyes and
talk to them. Butwhen | do, 'mesure § sl
remember their comviction,

As an outsider perhaps, my view of their
ivory bangles covering their arms almost
uprto the shoulders is anether moment of
awe and discomfort combined. Doesn't it
bother tham while working ! They say thay
don't even remaove it before sleeping or
bathing. It's become a part of who they are
now, &5 much as their own skin.

The ivory bangles or their cheaper plastic
alternativesare also a sign of marriage.
Perhaps it"s because of this assedation
that removing them incites maore
suparstition.'m told that usually it's 17
bangles on both upper arms and nina on
the lewer arm, a total of 52 on both arms.
Sometimes, instead of these bangles, | find
metal arm cuffs with variety of designs on
thermn, which again cover their entire upper
arm,

when the chunari is not covering their
face, | notice the borla resting on the
middle parting of their head | 5 a
spherical crnament, often accompanied
by sheeshphool that is a jewelled head-
hand Most of the first generation married
women are not seen wearing the upper
arm bangles, upper arm cuffs, borla or
sheeshiphool. In the villages | visit. Parubal
is the only ona sporting all of these things
and carrying them beautifully. The
arnamentation of the younger generation
is minimal, that includes the kanauti with
ear-chains, a couple of neck-chains which
have amulets, rings. a guirky and large
nosa pin, and anklets, Mack jewellery was
largely minimal for all of the women in
their working attire. They usually sporteda
thread/chain with a metal plague amulet
of Baba Ramdev. Sometimes instead of one
deity there may be impressions of many of
them or only the symbal of the deity, for
example, footprins of Vishnu. Such
amulets are called madaliya in Rajasthan,
They may be of different shapes:
rectangular, square, round, in the form of
vl orin the shape of a termpled didn't see

any woman wearing a nathni, which is

probably saved for special occasions like
weddings and festivities,
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The women paint their houses by taking elements from nature ke
Miweers, plants, birds etc, Even the aangans are oftén palnted with
similtar mofifs, Thie colors chosen are bright colors such as red; gresn,
blue, yellow. Even though the ouse are small, people manageto have a
small pooja space in one of the rooms,

The hut like structure in which the villagers lived s called jhopada,
Jhopada is the kachcha style of housing present in the villages. It is a
circular struciure made up of blocks made of mod and finished with cow
dung and mud mixture inside and cutside, The floor s smoothened with
miud and cow dung paste as well. The rooflng s done with a widely
available plant in that area called kemp, structured with bamboo, Kemp
is dried first a5 1t becomes stronger and more Aexibie, and then wsed for
roofing. A unigue feature of the jhopada is that it would be cold inside
the hut during summer and hot during winter as the mud has the
capacity to circulate airin and out of the structure, The doors are usually
narrow letting in one person at a fime. 2 to 3 jhopada’s put togethes
constitute the house, made up of the kitchen, the rooms for family and
then aften rooms for guests and podja. Insorme cases, the houses also
have pakka structures accompanied by kaccha kitchen stroctures. The
pakka structures, made of brick and cement, also have terraces that give
aview of the entirevillage and of the courtyard In the house.

The houses are often structured with cavities and shelves built into the
walls, Therefore furniture 5 almost negligible, The one  fumiture
hoarded in large quantities is the manchasie cots which are used Fos
sitting and sleeping. These are iron frames with seating made of woven
rope. Other furniture inchudes boxes for clethes and wooden frames for
ubensils, sometimes even aluminium frames,

- . ]’ > - U,T 7
—_ — — —— 3 Ewr of e Beeele | LSRR Trget 8 480 - r =
W"H—_____f T e e — | i = L




The houses have a bathroom and tallet fadlity, which usually |s an
additional sbrickure to the hotase, all kashida centres in the vilkages
have tailets. The lack of adeguate and proper drainage system has
affected the disposal of parbage andwasto, which aften finds [tselfin
open lands.

YWhen we sit dovwn to eat or work, or simply chat, dhurries are laid out
with ease, In almost every house, |'ve seen a huge pile of durries and
ouilts and bedsheets, some of them made with "gatrans” e waste
fabeic, stitched togather beautifully with running stitches cver them,

Water and electricity problems still persist though in much lesser
cegree-than earfler, The Indira Gandhd canal has been a relief since
1985 The waler from the canal is supplied to the houses every 15
days to the individual tanks that are placed outside the house. This
water is used for danking and household activities. Fer irrigation,
there are commumnity tanks where water armives from the canal, This
has chamged the daily reality of the women. They no longer have [o
walk long distances to bring water. The time saved is used to
conplete obher chares. or speat in kachida. But it k not only about
tirme. The frregular and scanty rzains that were a constant cause of
weorry-and on which all source of water and life was dependent is na
longer the only resaurce of water. The canal has proven to be a great
refiefin thelives of the women, inimproving their health.and those of
their Families; and in supporting the [ivestock and agriculture, which
in-turn led to prosperity of both dairy and farm prodoce. | see little
earthen pots with water for birds dotting almost every green
lardscaps, hung tosa branch. The villagers have made sure no bird or
animal remains parchod

Electricity 15 produced mainky thrcugh wind and selar energy. Though
its presence is punctuated throwgh the day, incling o specific
response among the wamen. They are wed 1o its intermittent
prasenee.
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Parubai lives in a [oint family, with several
grandchildren constantly running around
her and asking for her attention. She starts
her day early in the moming at around
Sam. | find her chuming thecurd of the milk
they had collectad the previous svening in
a large earthen pot. She has tied a rope to
the wiooden churner and put Ehe other énd
fotheleg of the cot. Thishelpsincreating a
circutar movement and possibly  also
reduces the manual eftort. Her daughters-
in-lav are-till then finishing other work ancd
preparing breakfast and tea. The youngest
of her grandchildren fkes to be fed by her
hands, 20 she sits him down near her 3nd
patiently feeds him each morsel of food.
Decasionally. the older one notlces that the
youngest is'being fed, and feeling left out
starts throwing a fit, complaining to his
grandmather, "Wy didn't | get breakiast
yet!” Dnce the children are fed, they leave
forschoal, unless it is a Saturday or Sunday
in which case | find them handing araund.
playing, running and often Falling down and
crying because they're hurt. The womenin
the house, whether it's Parubal ar Chand],
glve a lot of freedom to the Kids to fool
around. The courtyard, which is a rarity in

cithes, s a 29x7 playground for the kids
withoul leaving line of sight of their
mothers and grandmothers. The lack of
facifitles of internet and television leave
theim quiet akone and undisturbed when it
iz time to eat On-a working day, both
Parubal and her daughter-in-lsw Chandni
finlsh work by Bam, tosettle in long, airy
renm intheir home that is now 3 working
centre for all the women |n the
neighbourheod. It is this Hme of the day
that they ook forward o the most. The
women assemble there and pick their
designated pieces, or the pieces they'd eft
unfinished the previous day, and begin
work, Pamubal and Chandi both are the
gulding forces to the women, Scon
conversations begin, as Parubaiin ber lowd
shrill voice is talking about a woman wha is
not able to birth a boy, The conversations
that ensue when making embroldery are
unfilterad. There k& gossip, there are
arguments, there are jokes and funny
renarks and there s no one who ever dare
say, don't speak. The centre turns into &
besutiful space where people can speak
their mind and laugh as loud a5 they would
like to. it's not-only that the com/ersations
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The women are skilled In varlous trankas je stitches, althaugh In
gach village, this culminates inbs 3 specific kird of dasign ranging
froen Sindhi, Soof. Kharek to Paklia, Kaccha, Khamibirl
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Specialized mainly by the women in Deli Talai and 200, soof embroidery is a form of "counted
thread” embroidery. This means that the motifs are never fraced or dravwn on the underiying
fabric. Thewomencount the number of threads on the fabric and work out the design instinctively
with their imagination, As is obvious, the base fabric needs a doth which has & basket weave,
whernz thewarp and weave have to be of the same count, Todao this work onsilkis even tougher as
it stralns the eyve to count the thin threads there. The word Soof is said 1o be based on the
triangle motil, which is called “sul®. The patterns in soof are usually serles of triangles and
diamaonds. The stitch used is the satin stitch which is worked from the back of the cloth. It

can cften strain the eve as the artist peers at the threads, counts the warps and wefts, and
then executes the work on the reverse with her imagination, This technigue requires an
urderstanding of geometry, aknowledpe of colours and great attention to detadl.

Another story goes that the word "suf’ comes from the word "saaf which means
neat and clean. A beautiful and meticulous soof design is characterized by the
detalling, neatness, and the symmetry. Fine, single-colour threads are used for
the embroidery, and the stitches appearing on the main face are often a
centimetre long, Successiva stitches are only one thread of the fabric weave
apart, which makes for a dense patterning, Some primary motifs are lath,

soaf and leher, Lath are the band like satin stitches while soof are the
triangle motifs. Leher refers to the wave-like chevron design which s
typically seen in this form of embroidery. An array of simple and

complex peometric designs including flowers, leaves, trees, fruits,

birds and animals are created with these basic motifs. Traditionally,

soof hias been worked on a variety of articles including garments,

bedspreads, wall hangings, quilts, torans, cradle doths, animal

trappings and cushion covers,
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‘Kharaek' literally translates to dry dates,
and this design employs geometric motifs
inspired by the date palm. Khaarek s also a
counted thread embroidery technique.
Here, the artist weaorks out the structure of
the geometric patterns with an outline of
squares in-a dark colour, Then the spaces
are filled with bands of satin stitch that are
worked along the warp and weft from the
front. Expertise in khaarek is measured by
how fully the dense embraidery is worked
in, until the underlying fabric is no longer
visible, Also, all the squares with the motif
must be of the same size. In older Eimes,
cross stitch was also used in khaarek style,
Khaarek embroidery usually fills the entire
fabric with the end result being a cluster of
Bar like shapes, Cotton threads in bright
colowrs add vitality to the base fabric. The
deslgn is wsually accentuated by green,
white, pink and yellow within a stark black
outline,
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Paako means solid. This technigue employs
tight square chain and double buttonhole stitch
embroidery. It is often finished with black
clanted satin outlining. The motifs of paako are
primarily floral arranged in symmetric patterns
which are sketched in mud with needlies
beforehand.
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IGP had for the first time crested an economy
of embroidery, The weavers in Lunkaransar
wiere producing the fabric (in addition to fabric
sourced from ‘wholesellers) and the tailors
from regions ke Ghantiali had joined 25 well to
enhance the supply chain. Keeping
transparency and fair wages at its core, IGP
was slowly and steadily not only chaneing the
process of production and sales of
embroidered apparel, but also opening up the
market for other brands to join and create
options lorwork,

The tailors and the women have always been
given the option to take up other orders or
leave and start their own enberprise. IGP's
objective has zlways remained making the
income sustainable and exclusivity has never
been its condition. As the work and wvisibility
developed over the years, many other
producers and sellers entered the market and
showed interest to work with the women, One
such producer group that was formed was
Rangsutra, made up of Umul and other
simaller groups. Today this company is a lot
ahead from the independent income
generation groups, Brands. like Reliance,
Pantaloons, Jaypore, have entered this region
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to work independently also. So artists have
chodces now. This 5 only because of the
existence and advantage of healthy
competition, Women have more options to
work with and Increase thelr sources of
income.

In this growing landscape, Urmul remains at
the top observing and monitoring the work,
keeping a check and balance on the whole
econemy. It s investing resources on regular
trainings, ensuring the artists are updated
about legal changes to do with wages and
working protocols, and even providing them
the right briefing for new arders. This kind of
knowdedge has ensured that the artists are
never gning to be cheated, Because Urmul is
paying them a falr wage, the entry of a2
middleman or contractor who pays them
lesser and gets away with 5 it reduced to
negligible, Even if Urmul doesn't have
ordersfongoing work, their presence is
perennial. It s this constant presence that has
given them a stature of an elder brather, This
elder brotheris not just 2n emplover, but more
impartantly a swardian for the family's well
being, health, education, livelihocd, If there
are issues in other orders, or in personal

matters, and if the people need help or advice,
Urmul is ahways present by their side. This is
probably the biggest differance bebween Urmiul
and other “brands" that work here: there is
immensz and honest social invelvement in the
case of Urmul. Their people are connected to the
artists on field and regularly paying them visits. If
there is any profit made it is invested back into
the project in strengthening the social structures
of these villages. Other brands are wsually
concerred about developing the product and
increasing their sharehaolder's profits. But IGP's
primary objective is to make profit so that it can
be invested back into the village, so that a good
training center can be developed, or marketing
plans can be expanded, to eventually increase
the-orders artists get.

It troudiling perod
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“Uwsant to finish ray studles", exclalms Charadnl in the oo,
oft-our Wiy from Bajju market fo Dandkalon
Maniu fains her demard. "Me tog”

On the way, Prerna who is the Income Generation Programm {1GP}
Program Director along with Chandni and Manju plan as to how
they willl try toconvince the rest of the family, At Dandkalan, before
Prerna leaves, Chandni nudges hier and gives her a reminder of the
most impoertant conversation she s supposed to have. Chandni
knows that Prerna’s volce has more welght in this scenaria, than
her own, Asthe scene plays out, $he husband and mother-in-law af
first are hesitant and think there’s no use to this ambition, but soon

givein,

The current generation of young women who had to leave their
schood a decade ago to be able to support their Family working, are
themselves retuming to reclaim their right, i iswork, travel, and
exposure that has seeded this thought inside them that knowing
language, math, science, the basic workings of the world, will only
enhance their working skill and improve their confidence betore
other men inthe family who are often more educated than them.
Take for example Chandni's husband Poonam, wha does all the
book-keeping and administrative work for the training centre at
Dandkalan, which mainly involves reading and writing and
counting: three things women may know bt find little confidence
claiming.






When | ask Manju what she does with the
money she earns, she says | keep it for myself
amnd for ry daughter. Manju, 24 years albd,
originally from Dandkalan, is married in Pugal,
70 krns from here,

“Pugal also has a center there towork, But my
in-faws don't support me. They tell me to take
care of the livestock or the farm, They savy,
kashida is not going to selve your hunger,
farming will get us food. But | can't do farming,
Zo, L come here, My husband supparts e, bt
not my in-laws, | have to fight them and come.
Sometimes they stop talking to me. But if my
bus is about te arrive, | leave, | take my bag, my
daughter and leave for the dandkala. The bus
fare Is 75 rupees, | always keep 100 bucks with
me, iflever havetoleave"”

“I was 13 when | learnt kashida from my
muother. Back then | did it for myself, for hame,
nat for making momey. Then slowly | alsa
started working with Urmul. It's not that 1don't
like farming, but the conditions are very hard
and kashida is easier for me, When | go out in
the fizlds, it"s feels like you're burning, walking
through fire. Parubai's daughter, Matribai
wiould go to Urmul for wark and 1 wauld insist
on accompanying here, We would get 300
rupess a day as wage and food to eat. Initially,
the money | made as a child, | gawe it to my
mother and she saved most of it for my own
woedding, Grawing up, | saw that it was kashida

that could help us become self-safficient, it
wiould help us take care of our expenses, our
hormes, 5o even after marriage, | keep coming
here whenever there is work, to make money

“Who will pay us for making these samples? she asks me in the voice that knows

for myself. | don't give it to my mother or my
husband, Often | buy clathes for myself and
new Ive started saving wp. ' make oy
daughter a designer and retire Siddhi (the in
house designer}”

Manju works quiethy and with focus, that she
has probably acquired with deep practice
because her 18 month daughter demands her
attention quiet often. 3he speaks with a fierce
vaice and an absence of fear of being judged.
Everything about herself, such as taking the
bus and travelling with her 18 month daughter
to her native village to work, saving up money
for herself, adomitting she doesn't ke towork
on the field, and being very diligent at work,
feels at first like she is going against the grain,
but then around her are women who have
worked hard to make way for daughters like
hers, and Manju has learnt the best from them.
Panju s also curious about other places
something the generations before her couldn't
think of because they had a lot of other things
to worry about. The horizons are expanding.
The first and second penerations have worked
hard enpugh for the third to find that they
don't have to worry about their next meal, so
their minds are ocrupied by dreams for their
children, prospects inother cities, education in

enactly wihat she deserves,

other cities. There is a subtle but visible shift in
the thoughts that occupy their minds, n the
axpanse of the aspirations, and the confidence
tadream,

The awareness aboul the process that they
have acquired has helped them be more
confident about negotiation for themselves
and really loaking ta do more work, Anti tells
me that the money she makesis used in buving
all the supplies at home. "1 want mare such
waork to come, and good companies to enter
this market. That would mean we could earm
more and do quality work.” What Kashida has
glventhemisalsothe cholcetowork ina better
working condition. "1 prefer working In the
shade, | don't want to work in the fields in the
heat as the condition there is really really bad.
especially in the months summer. | really like
embroidery work and even the money that we
make from this is better than the other options
wie have, Showly with the money I'moable to
save, | want to redevelop the house, add
extensions, and make It bigger, 1 have six
children, three boys and three girls. One of
them is over there, doing kashida. one is in
Bikaner, studying. She wants to join the police
force."
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As the women aspire for more; so does Urmul. Development of
the craft, innovation in design, building an independent identity
and with it a distinct brand for the women, are some of the key
goals for Urmul, They conduct regular training programimes
onboarding new girls into 1P and expanding the skill set of the
existing members, These trainfngs happen 3t Balju a5 well asin
other cities. often also in assaciation with the organizations
giving them the arder. Urmul ks alsa planning to set up awehsite
that hosts the products and gives a glimpse into the journey
these women have taken

But with the increasing options to wark and the ambition to
make more money, there s a slight deterioration in guality.
Earlier there was lesser work, and each piece was done with
great care: But with deadlines that come with taking multiple
wiork from multiple parties and payments that match quantities
completed, women often rush through and that Impacts the
quality of the embroidery, On the other hand, women also feel
that each plece takes them amywhere between 4 bo L2 hours (o
complete depending on the intricacy. Since they don't get to
wark continuously, a piece often gets completed over 2 to 3
days, lowerlng the effective daily wage. Further, in villages
where there are nocentres. the women take the pieces ta their
hames, which risks salling and r_!:;lrn.;E_{-_ Often if the woman hat
anemergency and is notat her home, thevwwavasthapak doesn't
have any access tothe plece and is not able to even move the



wark to someone else, Hemaramiji who heads
the production at 1GP tells me that these issues
can be resolved if there is a training centre.
When asked, the women also offer a similar
solution, Training centres enable women to
waork in a focused manner, away from the
chores at home. The timings and protocois are
often like fypical offices, which helps them
genefate 3 schedule for themselves where
other work whether at the farm or at home,
can b= managed, A training centre also means
constant supervision by the wwavasthapak and
early visibility on any mistakes, which further
helps lower defects. With centralization, their
own income will get better because more waork
will et done. Theywill be undisturbed and will
ba able to focus. It will war like an office.
Warking together alzo motivates everyone
and stremgthens the sense of community.
Urmul s plarning to bulld training centres in
more locations, depending on the rise n
orders.

Hemaramiji adds, “Currently, the orders don't
came inregularky. Most of thework happens in
&-7 months ina concentrated way, from kuby to
December mainky, The remaining months,
there are mo orders, so no work. Before an
order even gets to the artisans, there's alot of
process [ between, the purchase order
comes, the fabric and threads need to be in
place, and 50 on. Everything has to be ready
befare it can be sent to the artisans and
sometimes that ends up taking time, making
their timefine even more concentrated. But
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once a website is set up, there will be direct
orders. This will regularize the work and we will
be able to avoid the risks of relying on any ane
or bwo main clients,

While things are progressing, not all women
are progressing at the same rate, Some wormen
are still not allowed to leave the village to take
further trainings or go to other cities for
trainings. This limits their growth.

The other problem that Urmul faces s the
costing of the product. Because the center is
located at Bajju which is remote, the costs of
people working here and the costs to bring
facilities such as electricity, intermet, water, is
higher than in other central locations. The
major cost often becomes that of
administration because the area is difficult to
work in, Communication facilities, transport,
living conditions are really bad, and any work
that may otherwise get done by one personina
day at any other location, takes more time and
people, Even salary expectations are more
because empiovees come from outside and
stay here, bearing costs of food and travel. GST
has made it even worse with the cost to
censumer being even higher. Often the value
the hand-embroidered products are not
understood by people, The rsing costs only
add to the existing customer base also moving
to machine-embroldered products which
compete at much cheaper prices and
sometimes even fool people by being
marketed as hand-embroidered.

After spending close to thirty years in these villages enabling o mﬂnmﬂawm
Mﬁ#ﬂmﬁhﬁmﬁahﬂfﬂmmmm been mﬂﬂumﬁs
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advocacy efforts for refugee rights.
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Where the spirit does not work with
the hand, there is no art.

= Cepomardo da Uinet

Urmul with its approach that was wide
ranging and comprehiensive has been able
to address health, education, |vedihood
challenges building strength into the
community. £ 5 through this unigoely
nultifold model and the openness to work
with' the community, instead of “for' the
community, that Urmul was able to create
3 passage for the cultural heritage 1o
survive. In turn, this cultural heritage
nrovided 7 sense of belonging and
community to the refugees, Through the
ivallhood programme, the peoople’s
collective identity and memaory has
survived, as well a3 thelr lives have fournd
continuity,

But at s core, this stony Is af resiliencs.
Like the tree of Khejrl, Known as thelifefine
af the desert. it shows great resistance o
the harshest of weathers, poor saqil, and
conditions, It survives dry seasons, drought
conditions, and repnains preen all yegr
Foed

The rool system-of Khejri is long, deep &
well developed, seciring a firm foating for
the plant and allowing it to ebtain moisture
from pround-water, By adding organic
matter through leat lither decompasition, it
rejuvanatas poor soHs. It coppites readily
& profusely.The tree boosts the prowth
and productivity  of the companicn
plants.Because of its extensive root

system, it stabilizes: shifting sand dunes
and i also useful &5 3 wind=break: Because
it is the only tree species in arid regions. it
piovidies much neaded shade & shalter ta
the farmiers working in the fields as well as
tor the cattle & owildlife during the summer
months,

The women are resilient fike the trae of
Khejri. Theyve survived in the harshest
conditions. stood tall and deep rooted.
made themselves  salf-sufficient., When
they grew, thoy supported other wamen in
their family and in the villape to grow with
them. They provided much needed
support tathe men in the family who were
and are still struggling with the uncertain
reality of rainfall and therefore agricultiure,

Perhaps it was kashida that helped thistrea
growe. Perhaps it were the trees that bore
fruit of Kashida. It will soon be half a
century since the time the people croszed
the border.

The women have not only made a life for
themselves and the generations to come,
but they have uplifted their people
hanju's daughter will one day be a head
designer at & firm. An artist is the most
couragesus of people. | believe in her
dream with as much ease &s shie unplucks a
needle from her slesve [ike a magician and
sews a mirror firmily into the fabric,

i,
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