Karmi Weaving Center

A Life Regained

Figure 1 Khasthi Devi (on Right) with her namesake on the loom

Khasthi Devi (Khimuli), 36, is a shy woman. She has been attending the weaving training since November
2016. Her shyness stems from three reasons: she is a woman, a widow and had no child in the fourteen
years of marriage; She was married to the late Ishwar Singh of Song village, close to Karmi. Perhaps
these were the reasons that made her in laws, let her go back to her natal family in Karmi. Another
reason was: She was just not recovering from her loss, even after two years of mourning. Life must go
on. So, when she expressed her desire to return to her people in Karmi, Ishwar Singh’s extended family
agreed easily.
Ishwar Singh died suddenly in the village, in 2014. In the spring of 2016, Khasthi returned to her own
family. Her three brothers, their wives and children accepted her – as is the custom in these villages of
marginal farmers and sheep herders. But even here, she often burst into tears, had spells of sadness and
bad moods. Her family often wondered if mourning could continue for two years. Whatever traditional
(prayers, offerings etc.) remedies, the family could afford to do, it did, but to little effect.

Figure 2 Narayan Karmiyal, the manager of the training center

Finally, one day, Narayan Karmiyal, manager of the weaving training center at local Panchayat bhawan,
suggested to the family: why not send her to our weaving center? Khasthi was not sure if she would be
able to learn anything useful. But since she had heard that many women from the village went there and
were helped by an elderly woman trainer, from her own village, she decided to give it a try.
Mohini Danu, the trainer, initially asked her to work on the charkha and spin the thread – showing her
how to get a thin thread. Khasthi found it difficult. She was asked to fill the spindles for some time- as
the next easier task. The other trainer, Sagheer, also was very helpful and supportive, like a father. Then,
there were other women, her own age – Kamla, Pooja, Neelam, Pushpa and another Khasthi, her
namesake, who talked and laughed with her often.
While their hands were busy, they were also sharing news and stories of weal and woe. Soon, everyone
noticed: the new trainee was talking more often now. Occasionally she laughed too! Khasthi herself felt
as if a dark and heavy mist covering her mind, had lifted. She was able to think more and communicate
often. She no longer felt numb in the head.
Another change in her was: she felt more confident and assertive. She felt more productive and selfreliant. She was learning patterns, warp and woof of new designs, and producing stoles, shawl, towels,
sheets, quilt covers. These items were being sold. She began to see herself in a new light. Fights at
home, bad moods, crying spells – all became things of the past. She was so happy with her new life that
even on Sundays she came to the center. She went to her nearby home only for lunch. She came soon
after sunrise and stayed till the center closed around 6 pm. Other trainees said that even her face had
changed in the last five months. She looked less haggard now.
In October 2016, she, with other trainees went on an exposure tour to Haldwani, 200 Km away –
something that she had never done in the 16 years of her married life. She returned quite inspired. Now,

she is getting a small stipend and she is buying things which she fancies or needs – clothes, imitation
jewelry etc. Her community will not object if she remarries, but Mohini Danu, her trainer, thinks that she
probably will never want to, because she was very close to her late husband. For Khasthi, it appears
enough that she is learning a remunerative skill, is standing on her own feet and is part of a vibrant
group.

Children too are showing interest: A girl learning spining (Left) and a boy (Right) helping his mother in reeling

Her transformation brings into focus an oft-ignored aspect of handicrafts: Mechanical assessments of
how much money women earn by selling a piece, can never capture the psycho-social benefits of these
collective handicraft initiatives*. In any comprehensive cost-benefit analysis, these factors should be
considered.
(Note: Studies indicate that crafting can help those who suffer from anxiety, depression or chronic pain:
http://edition.cnn.com/2014/03/25/health/brain-crafting-benefits/ )

Women of Karmi

Figure 3 The weaving training workshop in Karmi Panchayat Bhawan; Mohini Danu in the foreground.

Karmi is a scattered village – spread over vast southern slopes of the mountains approaching Pindari
Glacier. It is so remote that few bureaucrats care to include it in their planning exercise. As a result, this
village had to launch big agitations to get anything worthwhile: Road, Electricity and recently a telecom
tower. Women of Karmi have always been on the forefront of these agitations, against bureaucrats as
well as inefficient politicians.
A recent development in this village is: women’s federation demanded the vacant panchayat ghar to
run a weaving training center. The Himalaya Trust offered training inputs but wanted women to arrange
for the venue. The women succeeded and the Panchayat Ghar is now in use- and is being cleaned and
taken care of, on a daily basis. On a recent visit – Dec 2016, the District Magistrate questioned this “take
over” of Government property. When women explained their stake in the weaving training, DM relented
and suggested that may be the village should build a weaving shed, with state support under
Employment Guarantee scheme (MNREGA). Till then, women know that they cannot be dislodged from
the Panchayat Bhawan, come what may.
At the center of this women’s initiative is a small unassuming woman in the late fifties: Mohini Danu.
She is not only a master trainer at the weaving center, but also an experienced social worker and
mobiliser. She has learned development and empowerment at Gandhi Ashram at Kausani. She has been
to many NGOs learning about women’s movement and role of self-help groups. Her husband, Tez Singh
Danu, is a civil contractor.
She comes from a family where knitting & weaving are considered essential skills, learned by children at
an early age. After her marriage, she continued practicing and teaching these skills in her husband’s

village- Karmi. She mobilized women and made many groups and connected them with programs
offered by Aajivika (IFAD), Narayan Shakya Mission and later, Navdanya.
On the other hand, marketing of carpets and shawls, was increasingly becoming difficult due to lack of
markets and state support. She had to sell her produce at throwaway prices. In 2003, she dismantled
her loom, packed it and put it away. Instead of weaving, she focused on agriculture (cash crops),
mobilizing women’s groups etc.
After a decade, in 2016, with inspiration from The Himalaya Trust, she has taken up the weaving training
again in her village. A trainer from Pilkhuva (near Ghaziabad), Sagheer, has been sent to them by THT.
He stays in the village, works with them and teaches the women intricacies of weaving and designing.
Mohini and Sagheer, the two trainers, make sure that the trainees do not waste material during the
initial process of training. In fact, many items made by the trainees have a good finish.

Figure 4 Mohini with a length of stole recently made by trainees

Mohini sees revival of weaving quite feasible. She says that even men will take it up if we can make it
remunerative. Neelam, 17, a regular trainee from Karmi, tried to get into ANM training last year but
failed. Her father, thinks that it is good that Neelam is doing this training because if she stays back at
home, what else will she do but to watch television! Her father, a marginal farmer, complains of wild
animals wrecking his crops regularly. He runs a “homestay” unit and earns some money from tourists. If
his daughter can learn a traditional skill and support herself in the village itself – he considers it a boon.
Though this initiative is just about six months old, the group prioritizes the following areas for close
follow up: Marketing, Quality control, procurement of Raw material, design and variety. At present, the
local wool, which is so much in supply, that many sheep herders, throw the wool in the forest itself after
shearing. Whatever wool they bring down, is crudely stuffed in quilts and mattresses. This is because
manual processing of this wool into thread will not fetch them living wages – in this day and age of

mechanization and free market. Sending the wool to mills and getting the yarn back – has not been
worked out as a sustainable model yet. So, the group is procuring about sixty percent of its thread from
outside: Ludhiana and Meerut – mostly Cashmilon and Cotton.

Master Trainer, Sagheer

Trainee Kamla Karmiyal

The group is aware that in order to sell one stole, they may have to offer five alternatives, to choose
from, based on variety and pricing, suiting different customer requirements. They know that fabric
designing can be a critical area in an open global market. Will they ever be able to develop a brand
based on indigenous raw material? Mohini Danu answers her own question: yes, it can be done but we
have to bring in new design, new ideas and find the right market.

