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F o r e w o r d  1
I l s e  K ö h l e r - R o l l e f s o n

 “A World without a Roof” transports us into the hidden world of Indian 
pastoralists, sharing with us their challenges and opportunities. It is a world 
that is far removed from the lives of urban Indians, a life that is both in tune 
and in struggle with nature, an existence in which animals and their welfare 
outweigh human comforts, and that is embedded in complex social structures 
and cultural practices.

Pastoralism is ancient and ubiquitous in India, but in a sense it is also ultra-
modern. For it represents an alternative to the energy intensive  and careless 
consumption patterns that are causing unpredictable climate change, 
unprecedented biodiversity loss, as well as pollution of soils, air, and water. 
Pastoralists “live lightly” on the land and in balance with natural resources. 
They are givers, not takers, providing the food, fibre and fertilizer that sustain 
India’s urban populations,  without any policy support what so ever.
It is time for the world to wake up to the wonder of pastoralism as a way of 
producing food that differs fundamentally from conventional agricultural 
practices. Without the use of fuel, pesticides, chemical fertilizers, agricultural 
machinery and without replacing the natural vegetation, they create food 
that is nutritious and “organic” in the best sense of the word, even if not yet 
formally recognized as such. Moreover this food is produced by animals – be 
it buffaloes, camels, cattle, goats, sheep, yaks, pigs and even ducks – that live 
together in herds and can express their natural behavioural patterns and 
graze on biodiverse vegetation. 

The four stories in this book provide glimpses into the life of pastoralists and 
illustrate both the pressures they experience as well as the potential that 
is inherent in their way of life:  the young Gaddi who is destined to become 
“educated” but takes an interest in his father’s hard herding life, the Jat 

couple that can no longer take care of their camels due to “development”, although 
they produce milk that is much in demand as a healthfood, the Changpa girl that 
builds her career around the traditions and fine fibre produced by her nomadic family, 
the Kuruma people that join a cooperative reviving their weaving skills and culture.

Authors Sarita Sundar, Arvind Lodaya and  illustrator Somesh Kumar have done a 
wonderful job of showcasing  this neglected topic in a way that appeals to readers of 
all ages.  It is an important step in making visible and revitalizing India’s diverse and 
bountiful pastoralist heritage. Read and enjoy!

Ilse is a native of Germany but has been partly based in Rajasthan since she met the Raika camel 
pastoralists during a research fellowship on camel socioeconomics and management systems in 1990. 
Her academic background is in veterinary medicine and anthropology  and her research has been 
supported by the National Geographic Society, Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, 
and Alexander von Humboldt Foundation. She is associated with  The League for Pastoral Peoples and 
Endogenous Livestock Development (LPP) and Lokhit Pashu-Palak Sansthan (LPPS), a local organisation 
in Rajasthan (India). She also advises international organisations, such as FAO, GIZ, Worldbank, and 
others on matters related to livestock.
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F o r e w o r d  2
S u s h m a  I y e n g a r

XXXX

Sushma Iyengar is a social entrepreneur-scholar with interests in crafts development, community 
rehabilitation and social oganization building. She founded Kutch Mahila Vikas Sangathan, a rural 
collective that helped transform women from wage-earners to skilled entrepreneurs and local 
development leaders. She later co-founded Kutch Nav Nirman Abhiyan – commonly known as Abhiyan – 
a network of civil society organizations in the desert district of Kachchh in western India.
Sushma is also associated with Sahjeevan, an organisation that promotes ecological restoration, 
crucially water, through women’s empowerment. She is currently on sabbatical, and the ‘Living Lightly’ 
exhibition, conference and associated activities, such as this book, are the outcomes of her longstanding 
passion to highlight the genius – and challenges – of pastoralists.
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When we were asked to put together a ‘learning’ book on pastoralism in India, 
the choice of using a graphic novella format was immediate. In a graphic novel 
every part of each frame plays a role in interpretation. Readers ‘visualize’ a 
piece of writing and also make inferences from an image; the subtle nuances 
of a character’s tilt of a head (or frown) can be more evocative than words 
strung together in sentences. In today’s media-rich world, where image and 
text are so closely intertwined, we felt this this genre without being overtly 
‘educational’, would stimulate, inform and trigger reflection. 

Like figures in a landscape painting that offer perspective and points of view, 
we chose four protagonists who would allow an intimate, ‘up close’ view of 
the hopes and fears, struggles and successes of their communities. The text 
oscillates between fleeting moments and events in their lives – and a long view 
analysis of their communities and surroundings.  Each story emphasizes one 
core theme while together they speak of inter-generational conflict, common 
property issues; and the close linkages between animals, products, land and 
livelihood. While the characters are mostly imaginary – they could well carry 
with them shades of the people we ‘met’ in deeply researched papers, films 
and many conversations. At the core of this book lies the optimism that a more 

A  L i t t l e  B i t  a b o u t  t h i s  B o o k …

“I was looking forward to going to the high mountain pastures 
— Papa often spoke of how much the goats loved the grass that 
peeped tentatively from under the patches of snow…”

In the distance, the camels seem to be swaying to the music, 
their bells adding to the orchestra of sounds. Like the camels, 
Rabrakhiya also sways gently, pensively mouthing the lyrics of the 
song.

intimate understanding of how ‘other’ communities live will make our worlds 
a little more tolerant, a little more compassionate, a little less critical, a little 
less insular. 

The unknown has always called out to imagination and humanity’s restless 
spirit has ensured that boundaries are pushed, new landscapes of knowledge 
and beauty discovered. Our characters – the pastoralists – seem to have an 
almost inherent need to seek out the unknown; migration is core to their way 
of life. A Maldhari saying goes,  “If we stop building huts of straw and grass 
and stop moving around, danger is near.” 

‘A World Without a Roof’ took us to many landscapes previously unknown: 
the desolate mangroves of Kutch, the craggy terrains of Ladakh, the verdant 
greens of Bharmour and the arid grasslands of Medak –  with Jagan, Pemba, 
Rabrakhiya and Yellamma – and we invite you to join us on the journey.
 
Sarita Sundar  & Arvind Lodaya

“That is me, as a teenager, on the loom. In our language there is a 
saying that goes, ‘a woman who is preoccupied in weaving will have 
little time to think wicked thoughts.’ I often rebelled against these 
notions” 

Yellama keeps a watchful eye on little Pochiah as he wanders 
off into the courtyard, pulling a young lamb by the ears, his new 
pottugongadi trailing behind him..
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Nomads, Pastoralists, Animal Keepers, aren’t they all the same?

In India, studies of communities and developmental 
policies  have centred around the “village”, 

Anthropologists often group 
pastoralists into the larger 
category of

Animal husbandry  
professionals and develop-
ment agencies look at 
pastoralists as Animal Keepers

PastoralistS

NomadS
“…partly because these communities are largely politically ‘quiet’- they themselves 
do not place their demands concertedly before the government, for they lack 
endogenous vocal leadership; and also, they are devoid of the patronage of a 
national leader who can help bring them to the centre stage of political discourse. 
Perhaps, they have not been seen as constituting a decisive vote bank. It is 
apparent that there is a lot of apathy among the policy makers and planners about 
these communities. For many of them these communities are inconsequential. 
Many are not even aware of their existence.”4

And History hasn’t Been Kind to PAstoraL COmmunities either…

Why have they been marginalized and often excluded from dialogue? 

and due to their transient and 
dispersed existence
		  somehow have 			 
    		  fallen through the gaps.1 

The Criminal Tribes Act in 1871 was the first of these policies where pastoralists were 
grouped along with other ‘gypsy-like tribes who had an innate preference for a life of 
adventure and were given to a life of crime.’ The Indian Forests Act of 1865 imposed a 
‘grazing fee’ on pastoralists who wanted to graze their herds on forest lands.

Colonial-era policies persist in our natural resource policies, even seven decades after 
independence. A few efforts were made in 1980, 2002 and more recently in 2006, 
when the Forest Rights Act (FRA) was amended to recognize the rights of pastoralists 
to access forestland, providing an avenue through the Forest Rights Rules to gain 
recognition for previously unrecorded rights.6 

The overall framework, however, still remains heavily skewed against these ‘lightest 
of light-livers’, and their struggle for recognition and subsistence continues to this 
day.

PastoralistS
A DEFINITION OF INDIAN

“Members of caste or ethnic groups with a strong traditional 
association with livestock keeping, where a substanatial proportion of 
the group derive over 50% of household income from livestock products 
or their sale, and where over 90% of animal consumption is from 
natural pasture or browse, and where households are responsible for 
the full cycle of livestock breeding.” 2

“Mobility seems to be an unreliable defining criterion for pastoralism in 
the Indian context.” 3 

From the Colonial Period onwards, many Policies Have Not TaKeN Into account The 
Lifestyle, LIVELIHOOD or CUlTuRal NeedS Of pastoralists… 

1, 2, 3 Vijay Paul Sharma, Ilse Kohler-Rollefson, John Morton, ‘Pastoralism in India: A Scoping Study’. United Kingdom 
Department for International Development.   

	 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08ce2e5274a31e00014fa/ZC0181b.pdf
    4, 5 ‘2008 Report, The National Commission For Denotified, Nomadic And Semi-Nomadic Tribes’. Ministry Of Social 

Justice & Empowerment, GoI.  http://socialjustice.nic.in/writereaddata/UploadFile/NCDNT2008-v1%20(1).pdf
           6 ‘Our Rights Under Indian Laws And Policies, ‘Biocultural Community Protocol of the Camel Pastoralists of Kachchh’.  

Kachchh Unt Uchherak Maldhari Sangathan   https://madeinkachchh.wordpress.com/tag/camels/

Horizontal Moving PastoRalists
Seosonal PastoRalists

sedentary societies 
transhumanT  Pastorals

sedentary Farmers

animal breeders
Dairy farmers

nomadiC Societies

pure nomadS

PASTORALISTS To know more:

various Committees and Acts AFter Independence  have attempted to address 
These Issues, 5  However… 
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The resilience of the Kharai Camels 
and the Jat Maldharis in the harsh 
climates of the Kuchchhi mangroves 
gives us a glimpse of indigenous 
knowledge systems about coping 
mechanisms for environmental 
stresses like droughts and floods.

The Changpas of Ladakh illustrate 
the potential to create livelihoods in 
arid and cold deserts. 

Pastoralists have vital knowledge 
to create livelihoods without 
increasing pressure on degraded 
ecosystems or emitting more 
greenhouse gases.

The Kurumas of Telengana and 
Gaddis of Himachal Pradesh illustrate 
the potential to produce food on 
marginal lands. They also shed light 
on conserving genetic livestock 
diversity and valuable indigenous 
breeds. 

Why is it important To Understand The Pastoral Lifestyle today?

There existed a symbiotic relation 
between pastoralists and other 
communities. Farmers would welcome 
migrating herders and their animals 
to graze and replenish farmlands with 
manure. The pastoralists would be paid 
for this service or could also barter 
milk and butter in exchange for grain.  

Pastoral animals live off natural 
vegetation or crop by-products and 
do not compete with humans for food 
grains. They recycle waste products 
such as stubble and produce dung 
which can be used as manure to 
fertilize arable soil for the next crop 
and as cooking fuel. 

Animals continue to play a central role 
in pastoral lifestyles and cultures and 
are closely linked to the well-being of 
herders. They provide meat and dairy 
for food, and wool and leather which 
are made into handicrafts that create 
livelihoods in the larger ecosystem of 
craftsmen and traders.

pastoralism offers insights 
into adaptation to a
 changing climate.

Pastoralism is a vibrant, 
extremely low-impact and 
productive way of life followed 
by millions in India and 
around the world.

1 6 1 7



Bakrawals of J&K

Gujjars of Kashmir, HP, UP
Gaddis, Kanets, 
Kaulis and 
Kinnauras Bhotias of Uttaranchal

Sherpas of Khumbu, 
Nepal

Changpas of Ladakh

Unt Maldharis
Fakirani Jats, 
Rabaris, Samas, 
Raikas of Gujarat

Todas of 
Tamil Nadu

Banjaras of 
Rajasthan

Dangars of Maharashtra

Korbas and Gollas 
of Karnataka

Kurumas  of 
Telengana

Ghunsur of Orissa

location, ethnic identities M a j o r  Pa s t o r a l  G r o u p s  i n  I n d i a
LOCATION	 PASTORAL GROUP & ANIMALS	

Jammu & Kashmir 	 Banihar Dodhi Gujjars (Buffaloes)
	 Bakrawals (Goats)
	
Ladakh	 Changpas (Yaks, Sheep, Pashmina Goats)	
		   
Himachal Pradesh 	 Gaddis (Sheep & Goats) Kinnauras (Sheep & 		

Goats), Gujjars (Buffaloes) 

Punjab	 Gaddis (Sheep and Goats)
		
Upper Uttaranchal	 Bhotias (Sheep, Goat, Cattle)

Uttarakhand	 Van Gujjars (Buffaloes - Tarai/ Gojri)
	 Gaddis (Sheep, Goat)

Rajasthan	 Raikas, Rabaris (Camel, Sheep, Goat, Cattle)

Gujarat 	 Jats, Samas, Rabaris 
	 (Camels, Cattle, Buffalo, Sheep, Goats)
	 Bharwads (Cattle, Sheep, Goats)
	 Charan/Gadhvi ( Cattle)					   

					   
Maharashtra	 Dhangars (Deccani Sheep, Cattle) 

Sikkim 	 Bhutttias 					   

Arunachal Pradesh	 Monpas (Yak)	
				  
Orissa	 Ghunsur (Cattle, Goats)
			 
Andhra Pradesh	 Kuruma (Sheep), Golla (Cattle)			 

	
Telengana	 Kuruma (Sheep)

Karnataka 	 Kuruba (Deccani and Bellary Sheep)
	 Golla (Cattle)				  

Tamil Nadu	 Toda (Buffalo) (Ramnad White Sheep) 
	 (Vembur Sheep), Duck Pastoralists
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Chola, Topa, Dora
Gagan, a Gaddi youth from Champa in Himachal 
Pradesh, looks with uncertainty at his future.
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Gagan , the narrator of this story, walks home from school through the narrow 
streets. These highlands of the Middle Himalayas are one of the most inhospitable 
geographic regions in the world, and is home to the Gaddis – the pastoral 
community that Gagan belongs to.

An October afternoon in a village in Chamba District in 
the North Indian state of Himachal Pradesh…

Chola, Topa, Dora

I peek Through the door, papa is telling Ma about his trip, And That it was 
becoming difficult for him to manage the herd by himself. He was thinking 
about getting some help, maybe asking my cousin to join him.

The courtyard which was quiet till today morning was bustling with the bleating of goats and sheep. 

Mithu seems to be telling me all about his 
travels… His fur Is matted. in the corner, I Spot 
papa’s topa and travel worn Shoes…
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Dasua

Kangra

Chamba 
district

DhaulDhar

Rakh

Bharmour, 
7201 feet

Kugti

H I M A C h A L   P R A D E S H 

J A M M U 
&  K A S H M I R

P U N J A B

SARCHU, 13850 ft

Lahaul SPiti

The Gaddis are 
transhumant 
pastoralists. They 
move from the sub 
tropical grazing lands 
of Punjab to the lower 
altitudes and the 
temperate middle hills 
of the Himalayas and 
then onto the lush 
higher alpine regions 
in summer, returning 
to the plains with the 
onset of autumn. 

Many Gaddis have 
houses in Kangra as 
well as Bharmour 
– and women and 
children move between 
them. Dasua, Ropar 
and Hoshiarpur are 
the winter stops of 
some Gaddis. Here 
they share a symbiotic 
relationship with 
Punjab farmers, who 
provide them with a 
safe grazing ground 
during the winter 
months, while the 
Gaddi sheep and goats 
replenish the farms 
with manure.

Gaddi families 
celebrate Shivaratri 
at the Bharmour 
temple, which is close 
to the Manimahesh 
Lake, a popular 
pilgrim destination. 
Legend has it that 
Shiva, the primary 
deity of the Gaddis, 
gifted the Gaddis 
with Chola (long 
coat), Topa (cap) and 
Dora (woven belt) to 
deal with the harsh 
winters. 

Some Gaddis cross 
the Ravi River valley 
over to the rich 
landscapes of the 
Bara Bhangal range. 
They traverse many 
high passes, such as 
the Laluni Pass, at 
17840 feet, across 
the snow line to the 
alpine pastures with 
lush, green grass.  

PapA frowned and said, “Is this why we’re sending you to 
school? To become another illiterate like me? No way! you Are 
going to college in the city – and to get a proper job. In any 
case our next trip will be more difficult, and Much too cold.”

I burst into the room, 
and blurted out that I 
wanted to join Papa on 
his next trip – he should 
not ask any cousins. 
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But, I was looking forward to going to 
the High Mountain pastures — 

PAPA often Spoke of How much the goats 
loved the grass…that peeped from under 
the snoW… 

Who would lead our goats to the grass when 
PAPA gets old?  Only PAPA knew the routes 
through the passes to ThEse pastures...

how the Kids would jump and scatter all 
around when they reached there… 
         I wanted to go along too.
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Papa said I was being stupid, when what we needed was to live like 
others in the city, with a secure future..

It was a tough choice for Gagan and his family. With 
every passing season, herding was becoming harder – 
pastures were disappearing, farmers were becoming 
indifferent or hostile, animals were getting ill often – 
and there was less demand for natural wool, meat and 
milk as people opted for other substitutes.

But There is so much that papa knows about how 
to take care of our animals, using local medicines 
when they fall ill. How will I learn all this If I 
don’t go along? 

2 8 2 9



Maybe there was a lot of wisdom in what Papa said...I’d heard 
him discussing All this with others.. And everyone was sending 
their children to school… Nobody wanted them to take up 
herding.

some of my cousins had jobs in the city...

But, It is not easy in the city, especially for us 
Gaddis. there is no guarantee that even after 
studying... I will get a good job. 

I  sometimes wish I  could go with my father, wear my ‘cho-
la, topa and dora’ – and travel to those alpine pastures 

with no roof above my head..
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Rabrakhiya, a Fakirani Jat Maldhari from 
Lakhpat in Gujarat, seeks guidance from Shah 
Abdul Latif Bhittai’s sufi poetry.

Pakkhe ke Chadanu  Naai
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Rabrakhiya, his wife, Lachmi and Ranabhai are sitting on a dry patch inside a mangrove forest 
in Laiyari, KuchchH District in the western state of Gujarat.  A group of Kharai camels are 
trying to forage what is left of the leaves on the trees. 

“They should realise these thorn 
bushes and trees and grasses 
hold the secrets of health and 
medicine. Savla pir created the 
Kharai, to eat this vegetation and 
and make its goodness available 
to mankind. That is why Savla Pir 
bestowed upon us the care of 
Kharai. Kyoon, Ranabhai?”

Rabrakhiya and his wife, are elders of the Fakirani Jat Maldhari community while Ranabhai 
is a Rabari. Their ancestors have been taking their livestock to graze on the arid grass-
lands and humid coastlines of KuchchH for many years.

“Lachmi, I am ashamed. I can no 
longer take care of the Kharai. 
We have been unable to make 
the government and industries 
recognize the treasure God 
has blessed us with. They think 
of these lands as deserts. As 
wastelands – only fit for mining, 
salt and jetties. What do we do?”

“Yes, LachmiBen we have 
failed him....Some days, 
I struggle to bring 
the Kharai here as the 
creeks are blocked by the 
industries and the salt pans, 
and now the mangroves are 
choked and dying.”   

“we should we go to Savla pir Dargah 
and return the camels entrusted to us, 
and seek forgiveness.”

Pakkhe ke Chadanu  Naai
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The coastal region of 
Kachchh is home to a high 
number of Kharai camels, 
which feed on mangroves for 
six to seven months a year. 

‘Kharai’ means salty in 
Kachchhi - this breed gets 
it name because it feeds 
primarily on plants that 
grow on saline land. 

The Kharai camel is the only 
camel breed that is eco-tonal 
– it is capable of survival in 
both marine and dry land 
ecosystems. 

Allowing Kharai camels 
to graze on mangroves 
maintains the height of 
the trees and supports the 
sprouting of new leaves. 
Additionally, the footprints 
left behind by herds serve as 
micro-catchments for water, 
from which young saplings 
can grow.

“We were pathmakers and 
pathfinders – roads came 
up along the trails that we 
created, only later.

We have coexisted with the 
migratory animals that visit 
the mangroves. They have 
never had to compete with 
our livestock. It is  not us, 
but the jettis built on the 
coast That affect wildlife.”
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Rabrakhiya, Lachmi and Ranabhai reach the Savla Pir Dargah and bow down to the 
Murshid, asking his permission to sell off all their Kharai camels. 

The ‘surando’, thought of as a folk 
cousin of the classical ‘sarangi’, 
is a peacock-shaped, five-stringed 
instrument. It is fashioned from a 
single piece of wood and often has  
intricate carvings of flower and bird 
motifs and tassles of horse or camel 
hair. Fakirani Jat musicians use the 
instrument as an accompaniment 
to the poems of Shah Abdul Latif 
Bhittai, a medieval Sufi mystic and 
iconic figure in the cultural history 
of Sindh. Bhittai’s poetry are 
deeply spiritual and convey a deep 
respect  for nature and a search 
for enlightenment through higher 
truths and divine love.

The deep and sonorous 
sound of a surando and 
lilting voices carry the lyrics 
of Shah Abdul Latif Bhittai 
into the night air. In the 
distance, the camels seem 
to be swaying to the music, 
their bells adding to the 
orchestra of sounds. 

Rabrakhiya watches the 
musician strum his deft 
fingers across the string 
of the surando. There are 
very few who still play 
the instrument. over the 
years the sounds of the 
surando have been quietly 
disappearing in the desolate 
landscapes of Kachchh. 

Like the camels, Rabrakhiya 
also sways gently to the 
music, pensively mouthing 
the lyrics of the song. 
Rabrakhiya worries that 
the way of life that he 
and his ancestors have 
followed will also follow 
the same fate as the 
sounds of the surando: 
doomed to extinction, as 
their community struggles 
against the rapid changes 
being made to the Kachchh 
landscapes.

Muslim and Hindu 
pastoralists of 
western Kuchchh 
believe in Savla Pir, 
a sufi saint, whose 
tomb is on an island 
in Lakhpat.
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Bhuj

Mandvi

Mangrove 
Reserve Forest

Mangrove 
Reserve forest

KORI 
CREEK

International Border

Kachchh Desert 
Wildlife Sanctuary

Banni Protected 
Forest

ARABIAN SEA

Lakhpat

GULF OF KUTCH

Savla Pir Dargah

“Before partition we used 
to move freely across the 
Rann of Kachchh TO Sindh. 
Now there are borders, 
settlements and new rules 
that bar us from wastelands 
and forest lands, we are 
struggling to keep our 
legacy of migration alive.”

“like the sufis of lore there was a time 
when we had no possession nor were we 
possessed, But now we are in a bind.”

As the music dies down, and the stars get brighter against the deepening sky, the three reflect on 
BhitTai’s lyrics that speak of resilience and compassion. Hindu and Muslim communities in Kachchh 
share common Sufi and folk traditions and look at the poetry of Shah BhitTai for guidance.

“Farmers hosted us on 
their lands, and would 
pay us to nourish the 
soil. People came to us 
for skin, Dairy products 
and wool.”

“just like these evenings of music are now rare 
and prescious – our traditions are also fast 
disappearing – as walls come between people, 
between lands and with our past.”

A large portion of Kachchh’s 
industrialisation has occurred 
along its coast, particularly in 
Mundra, Abdasa and Lakhpat 
talukas. In all these places, 
large-scale construction 
of jetties has led to the 
destruction of vast swathes of 
mangroves. 

Significant parts of the 
land inhabited and grazed 
by the Fakirani Jats are 
threatened by the excessive 
industrialisation of Kachchh’s 
coastline. The declaration 
of some of these tracts as 
protected forests means the 
movements of the pastoralists 
have been restricted. 

The Maldharis have long 
moved in these lands without 
land titles or contracts – 
through rights sanctioned 
by traditional systems of 
governance. But today, with 
many cultural understandings  
eroded, pastoralists have been 
denied rights to these common 
lands.

“our Common Lands have 
been given away to factory-
wallahs? Don’t they care 
what happens to us? What do 
they expect us to do?”

Kachchh Bustard 
Sanctuary
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Rabrakhiya is overwhelmed… it is as 
though Savla Pir was talking to him…
telling him and all Fakirani and Rabari 
herders not to give up... to find ways of 
adapting, to save the mangroves, and 
the resilient Kharai…that the world will 
soon discover the miracles and wonders 
of camel milk...which has provided 
nourishment for centuries…

Rabrakhiya and Lachmi bid farewell to 
RanaBhai and load Their Pakhhas onto 
the camels and Start The Journey back 
to their village.

The Surando strains have stopped and the 
player has begun to sing a beyt, a part of 
a mystical poem, by Shah Abdul Latif BhitTai 
of resilience and love:

S i k h o  s a b h i ,  s a rt i y u n !  S i p u n i  m u l a a n  s e e r u ,

b i y o  m at a a y e  n e e r u ,  u b h i y u n  a b r  a a s i r e
 

L e a r n  s t e a d fa s t n e s s
F r o m  t h e  oy s t e r ,  f r i e n d s
I t  r e f u s e s  a l l  k i n d s  o f  wat e r
A n d  l i v e s  i n  h o p e  o f  r a i n

H e r d s w o m e n  d o n ’ t  w e a r  s i l k
R o u g h  g o w n s  p l e a s e  t h e m  m o r e
T h a n  fa n c y  s h a w l s  o r  b r o c a d e

O  S o o m r a ,  I  c h o o s e  t h e  w o o l  b l a n k e t
O v e r  y o u r  g i l d e d  o f f e r i n g s

L e t  m e  d i e  o f  s h a m e  i f  I  a b a n d o n
T h e  l e g a c y  o f  m y  a n c e s t o r s

As the music dies down, and the stars get brighter against the deepening sky, the three of them reflect on 
the lyrics of Bhitai’s that convey a deep respect for nature and a search for enlightenment through higher 
truths and divine love. The various communities in Kachchh, Hindu and Muslim, share common Sufi and 
folk traditions and look at the poetry of Shah Bhitai for guidance.

Back In their village, Rabrakhiya and Lachmi sit Together over glasses of camel milk. A man from 
A nearby village comes and asks whether he can get some milk for his father who has been 
advised to have camel milk as a cure for diabetes. 
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Pemba, a young Changpa girl, speaks of inspirations 
from her childhood in the stark landscapes of 
Changthang.    

In the Shadow of 
		  the Mountains
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In the Shadow of 
		  the Mountains

The door swings open and 
a chime announces Anna’s 
entry.

“I rush out to greet Anna, Who has come to 
select fabric and designs for the next Textile 
fair.”

On a narrow street away from the bustling Leh Market Road is a small boutique store run 
by Pemba, the narrator of this story. From the shopfront you can tell this store is different 
from the others that tourists throng to – to pick up carpets, kilms, apricots and odd ‘Tibetan’ 
goods. Anna, a garment buyer from London stops in front of the window..

“As Anna runs her hand through the samples, 
She pauses when she comes across the rougher 
pieces. She Then notices my collection of framed 
Photographs on the wall…“
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“But, I would grumble about it - I rebelled - Because my thoughts were 
elsewhere. I did not want to fit into this role that my family carved out 
for me, neither did I want to go grazing with my brothers... I wanted to 
Go To town and look at the shops and go to the movies...”

“I tell Anna of a Changpa Saying That Goes, ‘a woman who is preoccupied in 
weaving will have little time to think wicked thoughts.’ And so it was that every 
holiday when I returned from boarding school I would sit and weave with my 
cousins and aunts.”

“I tell Anna about life when I was 
young – of my time in boarding 
school; Of growing up with our 
goats, yaks and sheep; my brother 
and father readying the yaks with 
loads; the Mask dances at the 
monastery.”
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The  Changpas are nomadic pastoralists who have lived for centuries in the uncompromising  high-altitude 
landscapes of the Tibetan and Ladakhi Changthang – herding yaks, horses and pashmina goats. They pitch their 
yak-hair tents while their herds graze on pasture lands as high as 5500 metres, travelling through expansive and 
complex terrains of flat valleys and high mountain ranges. 
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“My brother left sChool and started helping with our herds. He soon learned from my father 
how to look after our animals when they were sick.” 

My Family still sells raw wool in 
BUlk to the cooperative. That gives 
us an assured income – but now we 
have our own products too. 

in the shop window are my grand-
father’s shoes, and an old rug from 
home. I remember  Every evening My 
Grandmother would collect the 
wool that was flying around the 
yard, And store it in a sack to make 
products for everyday use like 
these.” 

“That was about the time I finished 
school. I did not want to go herding, 
nor did I want an office job. I 
LoveD Art in school And wanted 
to put to use the skills I learned 
during my holidays – weaving wall 
coverings and jackets. I decided to 
start a small business, taking ideas 
from these products and designing 
specialised weaves.

“Once, during my holidays, my brother told me he had started supplying pashmina to A 
cooperative in Leh that assured A better wholesale price than when he sold through middle 
men. He WOuld get an advance for the wool in Winter and COuld Collect the balance in 
summer after the goats were sheared.”
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For Changpas, animals are a constant reminder to rever and propitiate gods, demons, and subterranean spirits. 
Every morning, incense burned at an altar in the tent is offered to consecrated animals. During the annual prayer 
festival, the chosen animals are taken to the monastery Rinpoche, or religious leader, who blesses them with a 
‘kha-btags’, or ceremonial white scarf, and ties a sacred thread around their necks. 

In the past Changpas traded salt and wool for barley. The cash economy has almost entirely replaced traditional 
barter systems today, and with pashm commanding a high price, the Changpas keep more goats than other 
animals – much more than they did 50 years ago. As long as pashm prices stay high, the Changpas expect this 
trend to continue.

“We had a special relationship with animals, but 
the goat was never the most special -  the yak 
and sheep were. In fact, my grandfather used to 
say they used to abuse each other By saying, 
‘may your goat fall sick and die’”
 
 

As Anna leaves, She thinks about the 
new products that Pemba has created 
– the soft pashmina weaves And also 
the rustic range inspired by everyday 
products. 

“ S i t  d o w n  o n  t h e  g r a s s  a n d  b e  s t i l l ,  o h  g o at ,  
S o  t h at  w e  c a n  t a k e  o u t  y o u r  p a s h m . ”

Their rough weaves, Anna thinks, 
recall the stark,  rugged Ladakhi 
landscape – and a simpler, purer way 
of life.  

Today, Like the pashmina goats, Changpa women are also breaking new barriers. Pemba is 
respected for the unique and traditional knowledge she brings to her trade as well as her 
success in navigating ‘change’ and integrating into mainstream economy. 

“things are different now, special reverence is 
shown to goats during combing and shearing.”
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Yellamma, a Kuruma matriarch from Medak 
district in Telengana, connects people and 
histories through a length of yarn.

Black Sheep,Deccani sheep 
Have you any wool?
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A courtyard in Medak district in Telengana. The hoUse, bustling with activity, belongs 
to YellamMa, a matriarch of the Kuruma Shepherd community. Many guests have come to 
witness Yellama’s grandson’s ‘puttugongadi’. 

Black Sheep,Deccani sheep 
Have you any wool?

The ‘puttugongadi’ is a 
ceremony of the Kuruma 
shepherd community 
symbolizing the importance of 
the ‘gongadi’, or ‘kambali’ – the 
traditional woollen blanket of 
Telangana, woven from the 
wool of Deccani sheep. The 
significance of the Deccani 
sheep to the Kuruma way of life 
is woven into various rituals 
and ceremonies.  

The guests have been fed and 
Yellamma and her son, Yadgiri, sit 
down to eat the festive meal of 
jowar rotis and mutton curry.

The rituals over, 5 year old Pochiah is wrapped in A 
Gongadi, A bLack woollen blanket. he gleefully clutches 
the many gifts he has received.

While the ‘puttugongadi’ is 
conducted for young boys like 
Pochiah, when a girl is born a 
‘thattalo pettatham’ ceremony 
is performed. The baby is placed 
in a basket on a bed of  black 
wool along with the ‘kadaru’ or 
spindle – symbolizing its potential 
to provide livelihood and 
independence to a girl when 
she grows up. 

Yellamma is pensive but keeps a watchful eye 
on little Pochiah as he wanders off into the 
courtyard, pulling a young lamb by the ears, 
his new pottugongadi trailing behind him..

Yadgiri, reassures his mother, “Arre, 
Amma, dont worry, have some sweet 
malidha! We can expect good news soon.”
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The ‘gongadi’ is an all-season 
blanket – a shield from the sun 
on hot summer days, protection 
from the rain in the monsoon and 
a blanket on wintery nights. It is 
never very far from a Kuruma! 

Yellamma and Yadgiri are 
concerned – since the influx of 
the Nellore breeds their sheep 
were more hairy and less resilient. 
They Were waiting for news of 
a cousin’s return from a village 
near the state border where 
breeding Deccani rams were Said 
to be available. They were hoping 
to reintroduce the Deccani strain 
back into their flock.  

The sheep gets its name from the Deccan plateau and is well adapted to the ecology and climate of 
Telangana. Over the years, the Deccani had become diluted, because of  policies introduced in the mid-
nineties, to introduce heavier and faster growing hairy less-woolly Nellore sheep from coastal Andhra, 
into Deccani flocks. 

“ SOn, I am worried  they May have sold 
the rams for meat already – will they keep 
their word and send the rams to us?”

It could be used to pack an 
afternoon lunch, to dry grains, as 
a carpet to sit on or a ceremonial 
floor covering during weddings 
and other rituals.
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The demand for the ‘gongadis’ in 
local markets and by the army, 
collapsed in the late 1990s under 
newly introduced liberalization 
policies in India with cheaper, 
synthetic substitutes being 
imported. At the same time, other 
policies favoured massive export 
of animals as meat from India. The 
introduction of the Nellore breed 
into the Deccani flock were a result 
of these policies to create a new 
‘mixed breed’ that produced more 
meat per animal. However, these 
new sheep were less suited to the 
climate of Telangana, and also had 
more hair than wool, that could no 
longer be spun into yarn. 

Yellamma and Yadgiri are part 
of a ‘sangama’, a cooperative 
made up of shepherds, spinners, 
weavers, herbalists, veterinary 
scientists, folk artists, eco-
logists, designers, healers, 
and farmers. The ‘sangamas’ 
have infused new energy and 
vibrancy into this traditional 
wool-based livelihood. 

They have become a catalyst 
in stimulating not only 
the herders’ interest in 
developing the Deccani 
breed, but also the weavers’ 
interest in creating new 
designs. 
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The revival of the ‘gongadi’ has created a niche market that highlights the strong ties the product has with the 
geography and the people. While the ‘gongadis’ and some off-shoot products are sold through focussed exhibitions today 
in many metro cities in India, this market has also helped subsidise the sale of the ‘gongadi’ in local village markets – 
keeping the product alive for the original producers and users of the product. 

We weave stories,

of our gongadis,

Our traditions,
our heritage.

We weave Relationships,
We spin
     Our histories,
in a length of yarn!
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It is evening and Yellamma 
and her family settle 
down around the dimly 
lit courtyard. a group 
of men and women are 
performing An ‘Oggu 
Katha’ and narrating the 
story of gongadi. Little 
Pochiah is half asleep in his 
grandmother’s lap, tired 
from the day’s activities.

The music from the ‘Oggu Katha’ can be heard across the village:
 

If people wear black ‘kambalis’, 
evil spirits will not come near, 
prosperity is  assured all around. 
If  people wear white ‘kambalis’, 

God will bless  you,
all troubles will vanish.

‘Oggu Kathas’, a 
traditional dance 
drama tradition of the 
community, narrate how 
the gods Mallanna and 
Beerappa, created the 
black wool sheep, and 
assigned the Kurumas 
with the specific task of 
its care, and also taught 

during the 
performance, 
Yadgiri gets the 
call he was waiting 
for all day. He 
shouts out across 
the audience: 

Amma, we have to hurry back 
Home! They have come – four 
of them. Come soon!
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Websites:
http://www.pastoralpeoples.org/

Youtube links

Papers 

Books:

Organisations:
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