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and so it was altered back to the K. His Highness 
prefers I use the historical name of Kutch, which is 
now once more commonly used. 

Kutch, forms almost a natural island. The people 
of Kutch have very distinctive dress, customs and 
unique traditions, which I was privileged to see 
and experience. Below the Great Rann of Kutch, 
which forms a natural partition between India and 
Pakistan, is where Dhordo village, the focus of this 
book, is situated. In 1975 the village was a remote 
and far-off place with no road to it. It lies at the 
extremity of the former kingdom.

The territory of the village and of the kingdom itself 
was difficult to reach, with the kingdom forming, 
by its own geography, a natural defence against 
other warring kingdoms. It was not properly 
surveyed until the Raj came. But when I first visited 
Kutch in 1975 maps were non-existent. Travelling 
was all done with the help of local knowledge.

Kutch is bounded by the Arabian Sea to the south, 
by Pakistan to the west, by the Great Salt Rann 
to the north and by the Little Rann to the East. 
At the junction of the Little Rann with mainland 
Gujarat, Kutch could be cut off by monsoon waters 
combining with the risen seawaters. If the monsoon 
fell in great volume, it would cause flooding, often 
with loss of life. In 1979 twice the usual volume of 
water fell in just two days, the suddenly swollen 
waters caused unprecedented flooding at Mobi 
with between 5,000 and 10,000 deaths. Because 
of this disaster a major engineering scheme was 
undertaken to advert a tragedy of this magnitude 
ever happening again. The excess waters are now 
taken off and bigger bridges have been built to span 
this junction for both road and rail traffic. 

It can be seen that the natural geography of Kutch 
has given it all the aspects of an island, and through 

Arm bracelet, worn by a young girl above the 
elbow to stop the upper arm bangles falling 
down. As she grows and her arm increases in 
size the arm then holds the bangles in place. 
Now both traditions have gone.

Foreword

Kutch, Cutch, Kachachh, Dhordo village.

I fell in love with India and its culture some 
thirty years ago. I took a year’s leave from my 
post and went with my three young children to 
study Indian Textiles. Today, India is a changed 
place in many way’s, but the exhilaration, 
energy and heightened awareness this love 
gives me in my your daily life is as much a 
reality for me now as it was then.

The changes took place imperceptibly, - that 
is, until about 1997, when a mixture of events 
combined to cause India to alter rapidly. 
Modern roads, the importation of modern cars, 
diesel engines instead of steam locomotives, 
and modern communications were all key 
factors for transformation. Television, now 
in many homes, is playing its part in the 
replacement of the traditional garments of both 
men and women for more Western fashions. 
Many customs and traditions are being lost and 
even visually India is different.   

Before these ways of life disappear, I want 
to distil and record some of my earlier 
experiences. Whilst looking generally at India, 
I am focusing my attention on the pocket 
of India which before Partition formed the 
Kingdom of Kutch. The kingdom ended with 
Partition and was renamed Kachach, covering 
the same land mass as the former kingdom. 
According to the present Maharao, Pragmati 
Singhi, Kutch was for many centuries spelt 
with a K with the English altering  the K to a C 
(Cutch). However his ancestor objected the C 
as it made the name spell cut at the beginning 
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its natural separation and apartness, has forged over the centuries its own very individual 
personality and character.

The landmass of Kutch is 45,652 square kilometres, a quarter of the size of Gujarat. Without 
including either of the Ranns, the land is some 272 miles from east to west and 80 miles south 
to north, with the Tropic of Cancer passing through the middle of Kutch some ten miles 
above Bhuj, the capital of Kutch.

Running below the Great Salt Rann of Kutch is a stretch of grassland. In this region there are 
some forty-six villages which have earned their living by following pastoral pursuits. Dhordo 
village, the focus of my book, is one of them

Dhordo was at the time of my visit the premier village: its headman being a remarkable man 
called Shri Gullbeg. Through his hospitality, I came to know the customs and way of life of 
this village and the surrounding villages.

My visit to Kutch was the highlight of my sabbatical year in India. I went three times, twice 
on my own and once when I took my three children to stay in this picturesque village with its 
warm hospitable people. Over the following thirty years I have visited it many times. I have 
seen its children grow up and be married.

Village life, which was formerly the kernel and centre of Indian life, now stands on the brink 
of destruction, its purity of tradition and customs already being eroded. This book shows the 
changes I have observed and forms a record of it as it is today, before it is further engulfed 
into a commonality. I recognise this village to have something precious, which I would greatly 
regret to see disappearing, although I fear for it. I set out to encompass some of its culture and 
traditions and, above all, to record the heart of the village, with people’s lives closely linked in 
day-by-day kinship and custom.

In order to give the setting to the village and its place within the Kingdom of Kutch, from 
which its culture has been shaped and distilled, I trace the villagers’ history back to when, as 
migratory people, they were given permission by the Maharao of Kutch to settle in Banni. 
The capital of Kutch is Bhuj (sixty five miles from the village.) Bhuj has for many hundreds 
of years been not only the capital but also the principality where the royal family ruled, lived 
and built their various palaces over the centuries. I have therefore included a chapter showing 
some of the splendid architecture of the Palaces of Kutch, some of the royal artefacts, court 
embroidery and a chapter on the religious stone carvings called Pallia, which are unique to 
Kutch.

All these topics are of great interest. Kutch abounds in so much that it is has been difficult 
to confine the text. What I have selected allows a strong contrast to be shown between the 
village, its setting within the former kingdom, and some of the kingdom’s rich, complex and 
diverse culture. 



8 9 forewordforeword

I have combined writing with my paintings and drawings. Most of the 
artwork has been recently executed, but there are some very relevant 
drawings made on my first visit, and some of my original notes have 
been used.

In some parts, my sketchbook has been reproduced with my hand-
written notes. I have also put in some diary entries, which I hope will 
provide the reader with a picture of my daily life and the life of the 
village.

An important theme of the book is the embroidery which the women in 
all the Banni villages produced. In 1975, when I first visited the village, 
women and girls from the age of eight were all to be seen embroidering 
for themselves and for their dowries. This skill and individuality within 
the village communities is disappearing and the embroidery is now 
too often adulterated. This has been brought about predominantly by 
commercial interests from outside, which now employ many women 
throughout the Banni villages. This has given the women extra rupees, 
at the cost of their own embroidery, learned from oral tradition, being 
neglected and forgotten.

The title for my book, “The Golden Thread”, came from observing the 
village embroidery. I found that the beautiful gold and silver laid thread-
work was common to all the villages. In appendix 3 you will find the 
working drawings of the main stitches used in Banni embroidery. 

Previous travellers to India should find my book interesting, as it takes 
a close look at aspects of Indian village life and customs. It should bring 
to attention the value of taking time to sit and to look and observe. This 
applies to a first-time traveller as well. Though India is changing, it is 
still a very rewarding country to travel in, and Kutch remains for me the 
most individual cultural treasure.  

The strong overall memory of my first visit to the village was that I felt 
as near to heaven as I would ever be on this earth. I returned to Bhuj this 
winter from my second longest visit to the village since 1975, and I felt 
as though I was emerging from a dream. It was certainly from another 
reality, and again I had the same feelings as on my first visit. 

The impressions of my experiences remain rich and precious. I wish to 
share some of this with you.
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Chapter 1

Arriving in India

How in 1975, did I, a Western woman with three young children, arrive in a remote village 
in India? And this same question and answer would lead to my travelling extensively in India 
by train, jeep, rickshaw and Government car, to sleeping in village tents and maharajahs’ 
palaces, to crossing the dust-covered desert of Banni to remote villages, and to lifelong, deeply- 
treasured friendships. I would also to be privileged to study and experience the intricate and 
beautiful embroidery used in the richly-worked village garments, domestic items, and quilts and 
distinctive forms of dress. This was my sabbatical leave.

1975 was well before the days of package tours and international holidays and travel, and here 
I was, at the age of thirty-seven, with my three children of eleven, nine, and seven, stepping 
out onto the aircraft steps, to descend into the full, humid heat of Bombay at the time of the 
monsoon. Looking back over the distance of years, I wonder at myself. I believe my very lack 
of knowledge and innocence of travel gave me a blank, wonderful sheet to fill with totally new 
impressions, relationships and truly memorable adventures. 

We were to be met by a taxi which was taking us to Poona, where we were to stay initially with 
a doctor’s family. First, however, I had to deal with endless paperwork for immigration, as there 
were no computers to record such information at this time. On final completion of this we were 
besieged by porters. Each child had their own suitcase and had packed it so they could manage 
to carry it for themselves. I was not to know that in India that there are porters everywhere, and 
they compete for work. Mayhem erupted as different porters captured their booty; in this case 
my children’s suitcases, piling them on their heads and speeding off with them. I hastily got the 
children together and we flew after them weaving our way through the crowds to catch up with 
the porters and our possessions.

On our emergence from the safety of the airport we were met with the full onslaught of India. A 
barrage of noise and people assailing us on every side clamouring for our attention. 

At last, to our relief, we found a taxi driver with a card bearing my name. By now, it was growing 
dark and, from the interior of the taxi in the stifling heat, I found it difficult to make sense of 
my surroundings. In the gloom, isolated, single light bulbs or kerosene lamps illuminated small, 
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immediate areas. All the colours were in 
the black range, with dark wrapped figures 
everywhere, many in booths or what looked 
like cupboards, others standing beside carts. 
Small hands were being thrust through the 
windows of the taxi. There were throngs 
of people in such volume, as I had never 
experienced and was totally unprepared 
for. Many by their ragged appearance 
demonstrated their poverty. It was a Bombay 
version of Dickens’s East-End of London in 
the 19th Century.

Later, as I settled into India, I came to 
understand what I then saw. The booths 
were bazaars and the people in them were 
often seated cross-legged, selling anything 
from dried goods to vegetables. At regular 
intervals there would be a pan walla sitting 
cross-legged on his waist-high shelf, in 
his small booth of a cupboard, with his 
condiments and leaves spread around him. 
The pan leaves were always decoratively 
arranged in neat circles with the pointed end 
of the leaf turned outwards. The pan walla 
would smear a leaf with a mixture of lime, 
tobacco, spices and betel nut; wrap it tightly 
on itself and hand it to his customer. Many 
poor people took it to stave off hunger. Now 
this very common sight has largely gone, 
although sometimes pan can be found at 
weddings or celebrations, with the odd walla 
selling it on the street. 

In the following chapters many of the 
changes will be seen, and in the history 
chapter later I look at the rich heritage 
of textiles and embroidery coming to the 
Western world from Kutch. But now I am 
concerned with getting you, my reader, to 
Dhordo village. 

A gift given to Mrs Gulbeg from her future husband made 
by a Pakistan craftsmen before partition. Within the amulets 
are written texts for good health and good wishes, and 
endearments given to a lass by her sweetheart.
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When I had applied for my sabbatical leave to study Indian Textiles (I was Senior Lecturer in 
charge of Embroidery in the Fashion and Textiles Department of Liverpool Polytechnic, now 
John Moores University), I had written to both Cottage Industries and All Indian Handicrafts 
and, although they had not helped in my achieving my Sabbatical year, once I was in India they 
could not have been more helpful. 

After my children and I had spent some two weeks with the doctor’s family we moved to a small 
flat near the centre of Poona and the children having started at their schools I decided to begin 
my studies. I contacted All India Handicrafts, and Cottage Industries, and I made several visits to 
them respectively in Bombay. They noted that my special interest was embroidery.

Cottage Industries helped me plan itineraries for study tours to see certain textiles, and one 
was a three week tour outlined for a visit to the western part of Gujarat, where I would see an 
abundance of embroidery, plus other textile crafts. 

My children were enrolled as boarders for this period, and after many days spent at the train 
station I succeeded in obtaining my tickets first to Bombay, then to Ahmedabad and next for 
the overnight train journey to Bhuj. In Ahmedabad I met another representative of Cottage 
Industries, who in turn gave me letters of introduction to the DDO (District Development 
Office) and the Circuit House in Bhuj, where I would be allowed to stay. 

The letter of introduction was key to my experiencing and meeting so many diverse people 
who were not only interesting but also helped me gain rich information. This totally invaluable 
network opened many unexpected doors and gave me introductions to people from villagers to 
Maharajahs whom I value as my friends today.

Having obtained my letters of introduction and being briefed on what I might expect to see 
in Bhuj and in the Kutch area, I was taken to the station in Ahmedabad for the last leg of my 
journey down to Bhuj, and my sleeper found for me. On my thanking my escort, he said, as 
so many people said at this time, “It is my duty”. That phrase is very memorable as it so clearly 
illustrates the unbounded courtesy and hospitality of India at this time. Now, you seldom hear it.

In 1975 all the trains were pulled by steam engines. They had wonderful, huge engines pulling up 
to thirty coaches. The sound of the engine, the hooting, the hissing steam, and the flag-waving 
from the guards to see us off, gave me a feeling of being back in my childhood. 

There was at that time no air-conditioning in either first or second class. I was in the second 
class. The sleeper coach had metal-barred, glass-less windows, with rows of metal-framed and 
wooden-slatted bunks in tiers of three. There was a central communicating corridor down 
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the length of the carriage, with a foot lavatory at one end. The other 
occupants were women in saris and men in both dhotis and Western 
trousers, shirts and jackets. I must have gone to sleep, as when I woke up 
the compartment was filled with quite different people. 

I am not sure who was more interested in whom, I in them or they 
in me. Clearly, I was the only white woman they had ever seen and I 
for my part had never seen such exotically and unexplainably dressed 
people. We all stared unabashedly at each other. As none of us could 
communicate by language, we shared some food. I gave them some 
sweets and they gave me samosas and different namkin (small fancy 
biscuits). The chai walla (tea man) came round and served us chai in 
unglazed, simply fired, small pottery cups. I noticed they all threw their 
cups out of the window. So I did the same. 

Now the potter’s skill is no longer required, as plastic cups are used. 
Unfortunately, these are not biodegradable, but are nevertheless still 
thrown from the train, where they blow about and become permanent 
litter in the countryside which the train passes through. Surely it would 
be better to have the delight of the potter’s cup and for the potter still to 
have his job?

In 1975 India was innocent of plastic. It was litter-free as everything 
was lower degradable, with the wandering cow or pig eating everything. 
Such a contrast to the plastic litter-strewn India of today.

I arrived in the early morning at Ghandidam station, which is the 
terminus, so all the passengers got down. I along with many others had 
to catch a bus. I was going to Bhuj. 

The appearance of the crowd was so arresting and distinctive in their 
costume and so different from what you will see today that I will 
describe them. First, the smiling faces of the men and women displayed 
teeth - but teeth which made the smile menacing, as their teeth seemed 
to be sharpened or pointed as fangs. Many of the women wore huge, 
single, ivory bracelets on one wrist, about four inches long and the full 
width of the elephant tusk. The bracelet was often rouged and fitted the 
wrist snugly, with its outer edge carved to a deep curve, making the 

Gold work embroidery
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circumference slender in the middle, rather like a 
dumbbell. These women wore dark, long shawls over 
their heads, black, ankle-length, full-gathered skirts 
and black blouses with rich glittering embroidery. 
Many women had tattoos on their arms and throats. 
Luckily everybody seemed as fascinated by me as I 
most certainly was by them, and I realised it would 
be all right to make some overtures. I asked to see 
one woman’s tattoos and found that one of them 
was of an iron with a lead and plug on the end and 
another was of a radio. 

The men, in contrast to the women’s totally black 
outfits, wore white. They had a short, tightly fitted 
bodice ending in the middle of the chest and, from 
this to the waist, cloth was pleated into it. The bodice 
held so many pleats that it made it fan out, giving 
it a frill-like aspect. Into this yoke were fitted skin-
tight sleeves made much longer than the arm and 
forced up to make many wrinkles (see illustration 
p 69). This top was worn over skin-tight-trousers. 
The trousers, like the sleeves, were longer than the 
leg and were worn deliberately with as many tight 
wrinkles as could be got. The trouser length was 
at least fourteen inches longer than the length of 
the leg. The men’s heads were wound with large, 
white turbans, while their ears were studded with 
gold earrings. Many of the men sported big curled 
moustaches and some wore beards of biblical 
proportions. 

Other women were dressed in brightly coloured full 
skirts and blouses, which were mostly green with 
embroidered roundels on each breast, accompanied 
by brightly patterned head coverings (see illustration 
page 129). Thin, ivory bracelets followed in 
procession from the wrist up to the top of the arm. 
Every woman’s garments shone and danced. 

I was later able to identify all the people that I saw according to their various castes and 
communities. Now, one will never see such an arresting sight, the traditional garments donating 
a further handsomeness and comeliness to the men and women. Only possibly at a wedding or 
festival, or a display put on for groups of tourists, will one now see something of this past glory.

I learnt afterwards that the appearance of the sharpened teeth was caused by excessive eating of 
betel nut, which had so stained and blackened the gums at the edges that it resulted in the rather 
ferocious animal-look it gave to the face when the person smiled. I also came to know the art 
of spitting, a consequence of chewing betel nut; great gobs would hit the ground and streaks of 
discoloured red spit festooned many walls in towns and villages at this time.
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re

The ivory bracelet fits the wrist so well because it is put on when the 
girl is in her early teens and, as the wrist grows, the bracelet is held in 
place, and at the time of her marriage the bracelet is rouged with dye. 
Nowadays the ivory has been replaced with plastic, or the bracelet is not 
worn at all. The black-clad lady was the female to the white-clad male, 
and they belonged to the Rabbari and Ahir communities. I always see 
them as being the negative to the other’s positive.

Tattoos were widely worn then but now the practice has stopped. I saw 
many women with tattoos (although men did not wear them). The 
designs were mostly in a series of dots rather like dominoes. I only 
found this custom in some communities, the dotted tattoos often being 
on the neck and throat. Those I have described like the iron and the 
radio were chosen because they were desirable objects. Possibly they 
were the nearest the woman ever came to possessing them.

In 1975 everyone in Kutch wore their own style of dress. Now it 
is occasionally glimpsed when older women (who still wear their 
community or caste’s dress) come from their village into the bazaar in 
Bhuj - which is still an excellent place to observe and find some of these 
wonderfully-dressed people on their daily errands and transactions. 
But mostly the traditional dress has been sold to the merchant or is 
only taken out at times of celebration. Today, the traveller in Bhuj will 
no longer have such glorious visions on every side, and no-one will be 
stared at as I was, and as I indeed stared at others. Nor will the red spit of 
the betel nut sail past you.

I climbed up the steep, metal stairs of the bus travelling to Bhuj, and 
was lucky enough to secure a seat. From where I sat I could see the 
Hindu bus driver making the daily ritual of his prayers ( puja). On 
his dashboard he had a plastic idol of Lord Krishna, whom he was 
worshipping. Lord Krishna is very favoured in Kutch as he was born in 
Gujarat, of which Kutch now forms a part. The driver lit joss sticks and 
swept them round his idol, before placing them in a holder to burn in 
front of it. He then hung a garland of freshly strung marigolds around it. 
Above the windscreen was another big poster picture of Lord Krishna. 

This ritual was commonly performed every day by lorry drivers and 
bus drivers and in most homes, each person worshipping the god of 
their choice. Over the years, I have ridden in cars and buses and seen 
some memorable idols. One remarkable one was an idol of Ganeshe, the 
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One of these families who are still good friends 
- are the Ajarakh (vegetable dye block prints) 
printers at Damadka. On my first visit, they 
were fully employed printing the different 
fabrics each community then wore in Kutch. 
As the traditional fabrics are now mostly just 
worn for celebrations, they have changed their 
emphasis and now supply fabrics for the export 
market and for the different outlets in India, 
items such as bed-sheets, tablecloths and table 
mats and dress fabrics. Ajarak printing is a 
craft going back thousands of years. Ajarak-
printed material has been found in the tombs 
of the Pharaohs and from the Coptic era. 

Elephant God. At nightfall, when the driver switched on his car lights, Ganeshe lit up and flashed 
from red to blue during the whole journey. I do miss it, the ritual and daily honouring of the 
driver’s personal god and the smell of the joss sticks.

On this occasion,the bus finally set off when nobody else could be crammed in either on the 
roof or inside. A more colourful bus load would be hard to find. Every passenger had masses 
of baggage, which ranged from newspaper, string-wrapped parcels to cloth-embroidered bags, 
sacks, and cloth shopping bags. It was a struggle to maintain enough space to sit on and enough 
room to shuffle one’s feet around in.

Although being fascinated by all my fellow passengers, after being trodden on and buffeted in 
general, I was pleased to get out of the suffocating press of people and find my way to the Circuit 
House. I finally received directions and climbed into a horse-drawn tonga, not dissimilar to a 
pony trap. I was not sure if the horse would survive the journey, as it was so thin. This was the 
only form of transport then, but now the horse has been replaced by the polluting auto-rickshaw.

I arrived at the Circuit House to find I had lost my letters. This had happened when I had taken 
them out to ask for directions. I sat down to collect myself and work out what to do. Then I was 
told someone was asking for me. It was Prasad, the District Development Officer. The man from 
whom I had asked the way had picked my letters up and seen the DDO’s name, and as Prasad 
was a man of importance he had taken my letters to him. Prasad found my letter to be something 
out of the ordinary and had stepped over from his Government office, which was adjacent to the 
Circuit House, to meet me. He insisted I come to stay with himself and his wife, Annie. 

I had a very enjoyable visit staying with them. Annie was the Collector (Collector of Taxes). 
India believes in promoting bright young people and giving them responsible roles early. Annie 
and Prasad were, like me, in their thirties, and both have subsequently had very distinguished 
careers in the Indian Civil Service.

It is an integral part of a District Developments Officer’s job to know each and every village and 
all the textile crafts or pursuits of the people in his district. Prasad, with his experience, assigned 
to me a Government car, a driver, and an interpreter, a Mr Davi, and made out a programme, 
sending me on visits throughout Kutch. Mr Davi came with me on all the visits, a nondescript 
man who tolerated the villagers but who felt he was above them in his middle-class home in 
Bhuj, where he and his sari-clad wife and family lived.

I visited all the most important artists and craftsmen in each and every craft. The artist craftsmen 
and women were all family businesses, and today I still know the same craftsmen and women 
and their successive family members working in the same craft.
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in 1975 the market was predictable; the Khatris (block printers, and 
I am talking about the block printers at Dhamadka and referring to 
information given to me by them) had immediate payment for their 
goods from the Maldhari herdsmen of Banni who were their customers. 
Ghee was always made by the herdsman households and sold at local 
markets so they had cash to pay them. The Khatri craftsmen would put a 
bundle of fabrics on his shoulder and set out on well-established routes 
to hawk his wares, going to each household and village in a rotation of 
four months. In the marriage season, when more goods were in demand, 
a camel would be hired for a quicker and longer trip to the villages. 

Process of block printing
I am describing the craft here in simple steps. I have only illustrated five 
steps, but there are seven stages as described below. 

1 The fabric prepared ready to receive the printing. To prepare the cloth 
it is first washed very thoroughly to remove any starch and impurities. 
The cloth is then dipped in a solution made by ground myrobalan 
which is rather like an oak gall and comes from the Terminalia Chebula 
tree found in India, Nepal, Thailand, and Burma. It gives the cloth a 
gently buttery colour - or teal as shown here and works perfectly with 
both alizarin and indigo. However its importance lies in the fact that is 
tannin based mordant (dye fixing). The tannin in myrobalan permits 
absorption of alizarin and iron acetate in the dying process. The wet 
cloth is spread to dry and when dry once again the process is repeated.

2 The cloth printed with Iron mordant. Made traditionally from soaking 
horseshoes or nails in jaggery, (sugar cane) this deepens the shade, in 
this case deepening the indigo 

3 The cloth printed with Alum mordant. This deepens and fixes the 
alizarin.

4 Dyed in alizarin dye.

5 Not shown here. Printed with mud resist (consists of mud, lime, gum 
arabic, and wheat flour to reserve the parts not to be dyed.

6 Not shown here. Fabric dyed in an indigo pit.

7 The final textile after washing. 

Ajrakh block printing
This page is about the block prints that all the menfolk in the villages in Banni wear - and which 
you will see referred to in many images throughout the book.

Ajrakh is a fabric made by printing with carved wooden blocks using vegetable dyes on cotton. 
The colours used and worn by the Banni villagers is traditionally red alizarin, and blue indigo on 
a natural background. Master craftsmen are so skilled, that they can 
print a fabric with a perfect registration on both 
sides of the cloth. 

In its traditional setting, ajrakh 
has been an expression of 
a particular way of life, 
which is fast being 
eroded by the 
accelerated forces 
of change. In 
the past and 
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Kutch is bounded by the Arabian Sea all along its southern edge, and has since ancient times 
boasted a hearty seafaring history: from earliest times, Kutch cloth has been one of its important 
cargoes, widely exported from her many sea ports to the east coast of Africa and to the middle-
eastern countries.

I visited several villages around Bhuj, which also held important and distinctive communities, 
the most important being the Rabbarie and the Ahir communities, each producing distinctive 
embroidery work.

I understood that the villages fringing the great Rann of Kutch were inhabited by people who 
produced a diversity of embroideries, but to go to this area I had to obtain special permission. 
This took the form of written permission from the Government civil service department. This 
was a permit not only to visit but to stay in Dhordo village. It took three days, and if I had not 
known Prasad I doubt if I would have obtained permission to stay. It was, and still is, a sensitive 
area. Dhordo lies next to the Rann, which forms the natural barrier or frontier between India 
and Pakistan.

I no longer have my original permit from 1975, but to my joy I found my permit of 1985, when 
things were not so much different in the civil service. I have reproduced it in part for you on the 
end pages of the book. It actually covers two pages, and by seeing it you will come to understand 
why a permit took so long to obtain. This hand-written permit had to do the round of different 
offices, each section writing its report. When every person has written his item, the permit is 
then placed in a folder and delivered by a servant to another person. This process is repeated, 
and so on, so you can see how long this all takes. Finally, I was personally interviewed by the 
superintendent of police, who then signed my permit and gave it to me. 

I was now ready to set out on my journey to Dhordo village.
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Models of the important maritime vessels used in Kutch. 
Above: four manned boat used for carrying goods from 
port to port in Kutch and as far down as Bombay. 
Right: small craft for local fishing. 
Below: a swift twelve manned vessel trading down the 
length of the eastern side of India and across to the 
Middle East and the African coast. The men were able 
seamen and found easy plunder by turning pirate. 
Opposite page: the little craft Lord Krishna is said to 
have used in Kutch.




