VARANASI DIARY:
WEAVERS OF VARANASI
by

Sheila Pinkel

INTRODUCTION
In 2010 I made my first trip to India to have
an exhibition at Banaras Hindu University in
Varanasi, India. I feel in love with the beauty
of the country and warmth of the people, even
though I knew that I was just seeing the world
through the eyes of the tourist and that I didn’t
have enough time to go beyond the veneer to
understand the realities and dilemmas confronting people there.
So, when Nita Kumar invited me to come again
to Varanasi to photograph the weavers working
there I immediately accepted. So, from October
10th to December 5th, 2012, I lived in Varanasi
and intermittently interviewed and photographed people who particiated in the weaving
process, from the dyers and sellers of weaving
fibers, to loom makers, fabric designers, weavers,
embroiderers, and sellers of fabrics.
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Weaving in Varansi is about four hundred years
old. Many of the people I spoke with are living
in the houses that their families built centuries
ago. Hand weavers are Suni Muslims while the
people selling materials for weaving are Shia
Muslims. They live in specific areas of the city
and their children usually go to Muslim schools.
Because of the financial needs of their families
and/or the quality of education in these schools,
most of these children do not go on to higher
education, stay in the community and continue
to work in the industry of their parents.
The situation for weavers in Varanasi today is
dire. The middle man system of sales has interrupted the direct relationship that weaver traditionally had with sellers and has resulted in the
weavers having no control over the price they
are paid. Thus, most hand weavers are paid a
wage that cannot support them or their families.
As a result those who can, convert to mechanical looms which require electricity. They are
then able to generate much more yardage each
day. However, the fabric is not as durable and
because electricity is intermittent, often they can
only work a few hours a day.

As I continued to live in Varanasi, I began to
glimpse the bone wrenching poverty that engulfs the lives of most people. I was invited into
the homes of staff at the school I lived in and
saw that whole families with many children live
in one small room and accomplish all of their
home activities in that room, cook, eating, sitting, sleeping. The board that I sat on in most of
those rooms is used as a place to sit during the
day, a table for meals and the bed at night for
the entire family who often number five or more
people.
I began to realize that the samosa that I purchased on the street for four rupees (about $.08
in US dollars) would be out of reach of the average poor Indian, costing the equivalent of $4.00
in their currency. I still have no idea how people
survive there. The only respite for my mental
anguish was the retreat that most tourists take
which is that they have been doing it for hundreds of years. And we are never comfortable
with this insufficient way to cope.
I was in Varanasi in the fall when a full calendar
of festivals punctuated my experience of the
weavers and gave me a sense of the interconnectedness of celebration in the lives of the
people there. Each celebration had an elaborate
street presence with tens of thousands of people
going from venue to venue, purchasing appropriate statues, foods, flowers from street vendors.
In addition, people migrated from other parts of
India to worship along the Ganges, sometimes
spending the night and bathing at dawn to celebrate the river and the rising sun.
While there I kept a running diary of my experiences because I was afraid that I would forget.
Every morning at dawn I would get up and
try to record in as much detail as possible my
recollections from the day before because it is at
dawn that I am the clearest. It is this record that
I used as the armiture for this book. Not certain
how to encapsulate the complex experiences
of that two month period, I decided to present
them visually and verbally as they unfolded.

I hope that this book organization does not results in utter confusion on the part of the reader,
but it does capure the rich and varied experiences I had as they happened. My fear is that the
colorful pictures bely the circumstances of most
people living there and so have made an effort
in the text to describe in detail conditions as I
experienced them.

Wednesday, October 10th:
I knew I was in India the moment I stepped out of the
airport. The sweet smell of fetid fruit mixed with burning
leaves and petroleum fumes seamlessly combined in the
humid air to make the unique perfume of this place. I got
an auto rickshaw taxi from the airport and was reminded
during my 1½ hour drive through the city of the extreme
contradictions here. Upscale concrete and glass buildings housing businesses like United Benetton and Nike,
built using bamboo scaffolding, were wedged between
the carts of street sellers hawking clothing, fruits and
vegetables. And everywhere there were masses of people,
cars, cows, sheep, motorcycles and bicycles. I felt as if I
had come home.
Thursday, October 11th:
I’m on my bed in my room at Nirman in Varanasi with
its own bathroom attached. It is 5:30 a.m. and I have
been up since 4:30 a.m. I can’t sleep and it is already
steamy hot. When I awoke I could hear the sounds of the
city beginning with the clamor of big trucks, men yelling
and the song of birds before the dawn. I finally get up
about 5:30 a.m. as the sky becomes lighter and look out
my window because I hear the sound of dogs barking.
My window faces the back area of Nirman, overlooking
an amphitheater where theater, dance and music performances are held. A family of monkeys in the back yard is
climbing on the tree, and all over adjacent buildings. An
older monkey sits quitely on the ground near my window
plucking single strands of grass and eating them. One
young monkey raises her butt so that her brother can
hump her. They all look very well fed. I remembered the
last time I was in Varanasi, walking along the boulevard
after purchasing mangos in the market. I felt a tug at my
plastic bag and looked down to see a monkey pulling at
it. He managed to run off with two mangos and everyone
on the street laughed.
Friday, October 12th:
Finally, after sleeping most of the day and night yesterday
I am rested enough to venture into the street in search of
vegetables for snacks. To do this I need to contend with
the pressing stream of people, vehicles and animals who
also want to move forward. The most oppressive part of
leaving the calm of the school is the loud noise of the
street which blasts me from all sides. People honk for
no reason and a constant cacophony of noise rakes the
inside of my head as I walk.

On the main street, side streets and very tiny side streets
are sellers of street food. However, my destination on this
day is the myriad of vegetable carts carrying very fresh
vegetables. It is eggplant/cauliflower/cucumber/tomato/
green bean season and lots of apples and pomegranates.
I buy very red ripe tomatoes and small crisp cucumbers
from a woman vendor whose store is the pavement on
the main street, and head home.
I pass two buildings that were being built when I was
here two years ago, both ten story high end concrete
condos. These buildings were being built two years ago
by women carrying bricks on their head up to the next
level being built, and men carrying loads of gravel up to
that same level to be turned into concrete. I was amazed
to see that these upscale buildings had been finished.
The building next door was only a basement when I
was last here. Now it is also a partially finished ten story
upscale condo. The construction is being done with the
help of a lift but men and women still have to carry great
weight on their heads to transport materials to the lift.
It’s difficult for me to handle the extremes of poverty and
wealth that confront the people here. For instance, I read
that traditional weavers of sari silk earn as little as 2,000
rupees a month (50 rupees/dollar) or $40.00, with the
whole family, mother, father and many children working
from dawn until late at night 6-7 days a week to accomplish this salary. My snack at the Delhi Airport was $3.50
and it was one of the cheapest I could buy. A samosa on
the street costs four rupees. I can’t imagine how Indians
are able to stay alive.
In the afternoon Nita and I went to the home of two
weavers. One family lives in a very small compound
with a mother, father, an older girl of 18 who has already
finished high school and several other families. An old
man demonstrated the dying technique that they employ
before weaving begins in which skeins of silk are dipped
into pots of boiling dye.
We also went to a workshop around the corner where
the weaver had had an accident in which his hand was
crushed and so he had to do something else for a living
while his hand healed. He and his wife had a whole sari
stretched out on a table (one sari is approximately six
meters long). They were applying small dabs of glue to it
and then sprinkling it with glitter. Nita thinks that they
are paid about 10 rupees per sari for their labor.

Congested streets with dense traffic going in all directions made crossing the street challenging.

The contrast between signage on the street and the living and dress standards of the people in the streets was jarring.

Often animals added an additional challenge to the flow of traffic.

Building being constructed in 2010

Workers carried building materials on their heads to successfully higher floors to accomplish the building process.

Completed building in 2012.

The wife of a worker spends the day with her infant while her husband builds this building.

Saturday, October 13:
Vandana, my translataor, and I took a bicycle rickshaw
through dense traffic which was driven by a boy we
estimated to be 15. When he turned his face, however, he
looked much older. Vandana wanted me to pay him 10
rupees or about $.20. I asked her what he could buy to eat
for this amount of money. She thought for a while and
then said, “Perhaps some bread or a few bananas.” When
I was in the market I was surprised by the prices which
were similar to the ones I payin the U.S. A kilo of most
vegetables costs about $1.00 and a kilo of pomegranates
costs $2.00. So, I gave our young driver 100 rupees which
Vandana thought was excessive. Last night at dinner with
Nita and her family, Nita remarked that the very poor
will buy one apple and then share it. She said that, since
they have very little, they are willing to spend the little
that they have on things that middle class won’t buy.
We got out of the rickshaw in Madanpura, a Muslim
section of town. The streets were crowded with men
wearing white kultas and baggy pants, some with beards.
Young and old men in work clothes transported building materials on everything from their backs to donkeys,
bicycles, motorcycles, carts and cars. What they had in
common was that the size of what they were carrying was
at the limit of the vehicle and their capability to transport
it. There were almost no women on the streets. The few
that I saw were either covered in black from head to toe
or were older women wearing saris. Periodically tethered
to hands or house fronts were goats and sheep and a few
stray donkeys and dogs crossed our path.
We were led through a labryinth of passageways by Jamil
Nasir Ansari (Ansari means weaver), a friend of the
father of one of the students at Nirman. He took us to a
beautiful six story brick building which looked old but
not ancient. His house is over one hundred years old and
is home to over twenty five people. Jamal doesn’t know
how long his family has lived in this house, but he can at
least talk about the last one hundred years.
Jamil’s shop can produce 10 – 15 saris per month. A
small dark room on the first floor was packed with six
looms. One loom was on the sixth floor which, because
of the recession, wasn’t being used since there was not
enough work. A 43 year old master weaver from Mumbai
was weaving a zari (a special sari made from gold and
copper threads) for the king of Dubai to give to his wife.
The warp was made of silk. He showed me how he was
weaving a small section at a time. The outside of the garment was facing the floor and he was weaving from the
back. It will take him 17 days to weave it.

Then, it will be sent to Dubai for trim. The weaver will be
paid 5,500 rupees or about $105 and eventually the king
will pay 60,000 rupees or about $1,200. Last night at dinner Nita said that the king was getting a good deal.
Muslim boys in the neighborhood are given the opportunity to learn how to weave after school in this workshop.
They are using the 19th Century Jacquard punch card
method which requires 400 cards per sari. The cards cost
1 rupee/card to produce and the designs are repeated.
The cards hang above the looms and drop into place as
the weaving progresses.
On the second floor of this house Jamal’s wife assisted by
his 18 year old daughter sit on the floor sewing trim onto
saris all day. This daughter has finished the 8th year of
school and now works full time in this family business.
Jamal’s 85 year old mother lives in the room next door.
There is a kitchen on this floor but the woman in the
kitchen did not want me to photograph her. We continued up a steep flight of stairs four more stories to the
sixth floor where a single assembled loom was not being
used because of the recession. In the hall was a grate and
we could see straight down to the bottom floor. Behind
bars was a generator room and several beautiful chickens
crowing loudly. Young boys in the house jockeyed into
place to be photographed pushing girls out of the picture.
We made our way back to the main street, hired a motorized rickshaw and got off in Lanka so that I could buy
yogurt. One of my biggest challenges is crossing the
street in India. It requires courage and a steady rate of
movement on my part so that the drivers of busses, cars,
bicycles, motor bikes can gauge how to keep going and
not kill me. My translator generously offered me her arm
and after a few false starts we managed to get across the
street. The yogurt seller was huge and he had equally
huge bowls of yogurt covered by cheese cloth. He gave
me a large partially fired red ceramic bowl filled with
yogurt in a plastic bag. My translator again helped me get
across the street before she went home.
I walked about half a mile through a congested side street
passing the same man and his family who sat there two
years ago making samosas, as if no time had elapsed. We
smiled at each other and I purchased three freshly made
ones for $.20. I am never able to actually get home with
them but devoured them on the way. I always swear that
I am going to have more restraint, and I always fail.

Monday, October 15 (continued)

Saturday, October 13 (continued)
Last night on TV was a program in which the people in
the audience listened to the pros and cons about whether
India is ready for a social revolution for a more equitable
distribution of wealth and to stop government corruption and bribery. The audience voted 60/40 in favor of
revolution. This news coincided with news that Wal-Mart
workers across the country in the US are striking for
better wages (a living wage) and more stable hours. It is
important to note that the Indian government just gave
Wal-Mart the right to come to India. People here are very
upset about this and intend to fight. Perhaps both countries are ready for a change.
Sunday, October 14th:
I am struggling to learn how to use my new Sony still and
video digital camera. Also, I cannot access the internet
using my Mac. For some reason Macs have difficulty here
in India. I usually have to borrow a PC to write e-mail.
Around 11:30 a.m. I went upstairs to say goodbye to
Nita’s mother who was returning to Lucknow. I saw a tiny
striped squirrel on the tree outside. Nirfana said that he
got his strips from a single stroke by a god. That started
a whole discussion about the difference between cultures
in which heaven and earth are dualistically separated and
cultures in which the gods and humans occupy the same
space where often it is difficult to tell them apart.

second site. It was a little terrifying because I could imagine being trampled by the stampede. In fact, the flow was
so swift that I had no alternative but to go with it, thus
being separated from my party. They finally found me as
I was trying to make my way upstream back to the car.

was so long that we took a car to get there using a new
expressway to bypass usual street congestion. We turned
off this modern expressway into a street in which men
wearing white kultas over a piece of fabric like a skirt
covering them from waist down filled the streets.

All around the area of the performance people were selling all manner of things to eat, none of which I recognized. Old men sat cross-legged on tables with leaves and
bowls of pan, a slight narcotic sold by the government in
stores. These men put a little dab of something pink and
what looked like a dried nut on a leaf. I was eager to try
everything but my hosts felt that it might not be safe yet
for me to do this. So, I was stuck with eating sesame candies, a staple of this event sold for 10 rupee per half kilo.

There were almost no women on the street and if they
were they were covered in black from head to toe. Old
men in white hung out in groups smoozing, gathered at
tea concessions, or simply sitting on the curb watching
life go by. We also passed pong sellers (a mild narcotic
made legal by the government) and carts filled with
flakey pasteries which I was dying to try but Nita thought
I better not risk it. I think this was more because I am
new to the microbes here than her concern about the
quality of their food.

The social complexity that is Nirman continues to unfold.
We took three children with us to this festival. Behind
my room is a little house where the driver Ramish and
his young daughter and niece live. And in another section of Nirman lives a guard and his son and daughter.
All of these children attend this school.
It is 3:30 a.m. and I cannot sleep. The dogs in the neighborhood are howling in heat and our neighbors are having a loud and protracted domestic quarrel in the street.
Monday, October 15th:

This evening we went to the celebration of the 13th day
of Ramlila (lila means theater). The story of the Ramayana is told every year at this time over thirty days. Each
day verses are performed by pre-pubescent children
because they are considered pure. In Varanasi the festival
is held in various parts of the city. Thousands of people
come each night for thirty nights to hear the complete
recitation of the Ram story. The king of Banaras provides
places for them to stay. He attends each night riding an
elephant. The story was being told in various places and
so the crowd moved from venue to venue several times
each night. Tonight we saw it performed in an open air
arena where Ram was performed by a child dressed in
traditional godlike attire including a colorful headdress
and costume. There were huge colorful paper mache
figures near the stage at each performance site.

I find that I can’t imagine what it is like to be one of the
majority of desperately poor here. The daily spectacle
of the crush of activity overwhelms my ability to truly
connect with this reality. I guess I have to actually spend
time with one of the rickshaw cyclists to begin to better
understand life from his perspective. The upscale modern ten story condo across the street from where I am living was literally made on the heads of the people. When
I was here two years ago the building was being built by
women carrying loads of bricks on their head and men
were carrying buckets of gravel on their head up to the
highest floor they were working on. And yet, in sections
of town where the Muslim weavers live and where whole
extended families exist on $40-50/month, street life is
vibrant, there are no beggars and there is a great sense of
community.

The performance began with a choir singing. Then an
old man in white told the audience to be quiet. Ram then
started a protracted recitation. Then the audience recited
in unison. After this, the whole crowd moved to the

We went to such a community called Adampura which is
at the northern end of the city near ancient archeological ruins dating back to 1000 BC. It is one of the poorest
Muslim weaving communities in the city. The distance

The streets were filled with kids usually of elementary
school age who, as soon as they saw me and my camera, swarmed me making it impossible to photograph.
Whenever I looked back while we wound or way through
the narrow passageways I saw that we were being closely
followed by twenty to thirty of them and it seemed like
the crowd keep getting bigger. Young girls wore beautifully detailed colorful dresses with lots of glittery decoration and diaphanous scarves. However, when I raised my
camera to photograph them, they usually ran away. After
the age of 14 or 15 Muslim girls rarely go out of their
house and while they dress beautifully at home they are
never seen this way on the street. In this world boys are
sent out to do errands or make purchases. Girls are not.
I was actually surprised not to see young children on the
streets carrying infants, as I had seen in villages in Thailand, Laos and Cambodia. Little babies under about two
years old do not seem to be wandering around.
We visited the brother of the religious head in the
weaving community, a very powerful man who owns a
printing press where he prints calendars. He promised to
set up an appointment with his brother so that we could
interview him, but he never did.
Then he took us to a weaving workshop where we saw
automated machines weaving saris with cardboard punch
cards suspended above the looms. One loom was attended to by a young boy who they said was 15 but looked
very small for his age. The children here tend to be small,
an indication of their meager diet. Often after school,
boys ten years old and older check in to a weaving facility
to apprentice as weavers. Because their education is so
poor, they will probably do this for the rest of their life.

While we were there, the electricity failed and the workshop became pitch black. Now I know why I need a cell
phone. People turned on theirs to light my way to the
door.
In poor weaving communities while all children must
go to school up to the 8th to 10th grade, the quality of
education is such that it is virtually impossible for them
to pass the exam that qualifies them to go on to the next
level. Thus, they get stuck working here.
In Varanasi weaving is done only by Muslims. They form
a caste called ‘weavers” (ansari) There are various classes
of weavers. At the bottom are day laborers known as
mazdoor who don’t have a loom of their own but work
using someone else’s loom. They don’t even call themselves weavers. They must obey the weaver who they
work for and in whose shop they weave. They have no
freedom when working and so their status is considered
least desirable.
Then, there are the semi-independent weavers called
bunkar. They own one or more looms but not raw materials like the yarn, dyes, and special decorations applied
to the sari silk. Someone else provides these things and so
this weaver is only paid for weaving. They work at home
and must have a woman who prepares the yarn. Because
they work at home they have freedom to structure their
time, take breaks, and work when they want.
The next status of weaver, also called bunker, must also
have a woman who prepares the yarn. This weaver has
enough resources to purchase yarn and other specialty
materials unique for each sari which means that he can
independently contract for work.
The next level is master weaver who doesn’t weave but
hires others to weave. This is often done in his workshop
and he usually doesn’t have more than ten looms. Middle
men, a relatively recent phenomenon, take saris on consignment or buy them from the master weaver and sell
them or leave them on consignment at sari or wholesalers. Then there are the people who have warehouses of
saris that they sell. And finally, there are the wholesalers who export saris. As we go down this list people get
wealthier. All of the weavers are Sunnis. Shias do other
things like sell dyes, yarn and embroidery materials. They
consider themselves higher in status to Sunnis.
I just got an e-mail that my Visa account has been closed
due to illegal activity in Istanbul. I gotta go.

Madanpura

Weavers live and work in many areas of the city where the streets are often labyrinths of stone and brick. Often the houses
have central shafts puncturing all the stories which allow air and sunlight to flow throughout the building. Sometimes
these buildings house extended families, and sometimes many families live in one room each on the same floor.

Weavers live and work in many areas of the city where the streets are often labyrinths of stone and brick. Often the houses
have central shafts punctuating all the stories which allow air and sunlight throughout the building.

Madanpura, Jamil Nasir Ansari

Adampura

Tuesday, October 16th:

Wednesday, October 17th:

This morning I managed to get Bank of America International on the phone and within ten minutes they had
pledged to issue me new credit cards and send them to
me here in Varanasi by Fed Ex free of charge. I usually
disparage B of A but at this moment I am eternally grateful for their support.

Wherever I go people express to me that they hope
Obama wins the election. This morning at 6:30 a.m. we
watched the presidential debates. I don’t know if anyone
else noticed this, but the cameramen were visually framing Obama and Romney differently. They usually framed
Romney close up in front of the plain background,
whereas they framed Obama in front the audience or
with the moderator and audience in the background. The
effect was that Romney looked much more solid as a visual image than Obama. Also, after the debate when the
two men went into the audience to meet their supporters,
Romney and his wife were shot close up five times as often and Obama and his wife and Obama was never shot
close up. I think someone paid off the cameramen.

At about 7:15 a.m. this morning I was standing in the
garden and a young male student came up to me and
we began admiring a lovely grey butterfly with Baroque
white markings and scalloped wings who had landed on
a bench near us. I asked the young boy, who spoke flawless English, whether he had ever seen a flock of butterflies. Yes, he said, at his grandmother’s house in a village
near by. I told him about the only time I had seen a flock
of butterflies which was in a remote village outside of Luang Prabang in Laos. I remember so well being entranced
by the extraordinary site of hundreds of them flying
above a field of golden flowers.
In the paper today was an article about how unfair it is to
make people waiting for their trial to be incarcerated in
India. That story could be written about Los Angeles and
the effort being made now to change this so that people
can be released prior to their trial date. This problem is
one of the reasons that the jails are so full in Los Angeles
County.
Today turned out to be a down day. I taught the women
in the kitchen how to bake bread in the afternoon. The
coarse ground whole wheat flour we used is the same that
is used for chapatis and other small round flat breads.
I was concerned that the grind would affect the rising.
It did affect the water absorption, requiring more water
to produce the proper consistency. The packaged yeast
seemed to rise slower than yeast in the U.S. The result
was that the bread had not risen before we were ready
to leave and so we had to cancel our trip to Madanpura
today. However, when we baked the bread it rose quite
well and was delicious, the grind of the flour producing a
wonderfully textured and dense bread.
Women who work as cooks and cleaners clean Nita’s
apartment as well. We baked the bread in Nita’s oven
since the small electric oven in the café kitchen is broken.
I was there alone with one of the women from the kitchen. While we waited for the bread to bake I invited her to
sit with me in the sitting room. I beckoned to her to sit
on a chair. However, she refused. Finally, she squatted on
the floor and remained this way until Nita appeared with
two other women. We all sat around and talked, Nita and
I on chairs, the women squatting on the floor.

I brought the breads we baked in Nita’s kitchen down
to the café kitchen so that the women who made them
could taste them. They were delighted. The bread is
especially good as toast. In the morning, Nandini, Nita’s
daughter who had been my student at Pomona, and I
went to the ghat area so that I could change money and
so that we could have brunch and talk.
Then Vandana and I went to Madanpuri area again so
that we could focus on where the weavers get their raw
materials, silk, warp threads, dyes, and where they sell
their saris. We met the owner of the sari workshop who
we had visited the other day in the heart of the tourist
area where almost every shop sells saris and scarves. He
guided us through a labyrinth of narrow streets of this
main street to our first destination, the place where he
purchases dyed silk. A man sat in a small closet sized
room, about 5’ x 5’x 7’ in the midst of skines of dyed silk
and his scale, in the same shop his father had used his
whole life. His brother owns a dyed silk business in the
area. Down the street was the shop that his grandfather
had used as well. He thought that his family had been doing this for many generations.
Sari silk comes from China or South Korea. The men in
the yarn shop told me that during the last ten years the
cost of raw silk has risen from 1,200 R/kilo to 3,000 R/
kilo. We then went us very steep stairs to another shop
where a man sat on the floor with piles of raw sari silk
which people purchased in order to bleach and dye.
Down the street and around the corner we came to the
dying factory, a dark series of rooms down several steps
from street level, in which two large men stood on either
side of a huge pot of steaming boiling water raising and
lowering undyed silk on poles into the pot. This pot
contained soapy water and is a necessary step if they

Fiber and thread seller

Dye market

Fiber dying, drying, spinning and weaving.

Trim cutting and sewing

Sari polishing and drying

Purchasing saris.

Wednesday, October 17 (continued)
want the silk to be soft. If they want the silk to have a
stiffer texture, they skip this step. In the room behind
this room another man was doing the same thing. I
imagined that it was a modern day version of hell, with
steaming caldrons and huge muscular men dipping
screaming sinners into the brew.
Next we went to the place where dyers purchase dyes, a
shop filled with men selecting dyes from a large palette
of options. In a barred and locked room to the side of the
customer counter, a man carefully weighed dyes into tiny
amounts which he wrapped in tiny bits of newspaper
and gave to the man at the counter for sale.

son was naughty and had run off to play. The interview
with the Nirman administrator revealed that while the
girl can probably go to Nirman if she starts in kindergarden to catch up, the son is too old to catch up with the
other children. In other words, it is too late for his son to
be able to do the work at a quality school. A headline in
today’s paper: “Study Slide: Dreams Die First; Two out of
five children in India drop out by class VIII; 8 out of 10
don’t study anything beyond school.” Enrollment in college is 11% of enrollment in primary school. Educational
levels in the US which are not particularly high either.

Finally, we went to a sari silk showroom on the main
commercial street. This is the place where non-specialty
saris are sold. The sari workshop we had visited on Saturday was a specialty sari house where the owner would get
orders, like the one from the King of Dubai, and so his
saris never end up in a commercial showroom like the
one we entered. Silk saris can range in price from about
$10 – thousands. As we left, a group of Indian women
entered the shop and sat on the floor to see what he
had. I turned around for one more look to see the floor
covered in saris and these women inspecting them. This
was our last stop and then we returned to Nirman.

This morning Nita and I went back to Madanpuri and
wandered around the tiny streets. I have started to be
sensitive to the sounds of the communities. Here we
heard the quiet chanting of hundreds of young male
voices reciting their prayers at the local school and
religious center. Men and women pray five times a day,
men at the mosque and women at home. Nita mentioned that some Hindus are uneasy with the Muslim
community because they are so much better organized
than are Hindus. They have religious schools and regular
schools, and they impose a much more rigorous order on
their community than do Hindus. And they have lots of
children so Hindus worry that they could be overtaken
by Hindus.

My sleeping patterns are still crazy and I find that
about 9:00 p.m. I crash. About 3:30 a.m. I get up feeling
refreshed and write these stories. About 1:00 a.m. the female dog in heat starts howling which she does intermittently all night. The vet fixed the male dog but refused to
fix the female one because it is a more complex operation
and he didn’t know how to do it. About 5:00 a.m. I usually go back to bed for an hour.

We wandered into the bottom floor courtyard of an
ancient house that was many stories tall. We were invited
up to the second floor where two men were sewing
colorful silk edging onto saris. They had been weavers
but when the market dried up for saris they stored their
looms and cards on the ceiling and shifted into sewing
edging and pasting on sequins. Turns out their family
has lived in this house since 1854.

Thursday, October 18th:
The headline in today’s Times of India: “President
Obama hits back with improved show.” Wonder if this is
the consensus in the U.S.
Yesterday, on the way back from Madanpuri, we stopped
by a little samosa shop where I have become friends with
the owner. I decided to put his two children through
school and so set up an appointment for he and his wife
to come to Nirman to make these arrangements at 9:00
a.m. this morning. I thought his little girl is 3 years old
and his little boy is 6 or 7. Turns out his little girl is 7 and
little boy is 12. This morning the father showed up at
Nirman with his daughter but not his son, saying that his

As we left this house a lovely young woman in a highly
ornate black berka entered the courtyard with her face
exposed and started walking up the stairs. I asked her if
I could take her picture. Her husband standing in the
courtyard yelled at her to get out of sight as quickly as
possible and she ran upstairs. I need to better understand
the situation for Muslim women in this weaving society
and find out whether there are differences in autonomy
depending on location, class, education or station within
the family. Each day poses new questions and I feel like I
know less and less. Certainly the complexity is exacerbated by the fact that I, a non-Muslim, made this request.
Having studied orientalism, I am aware of the issues
of representation of women, but because this woman
looked like she wanted to have her photo taken, I wonder
about this issue from her perspective. I’ll never know.

Thursday, Octdober 18 (continued)
We left and continued to wander. A bearded Muslim
milkman in white kulta and skirt with silver cans of milk
balanced in a basket on the back of his bike stopped at
an intersection. He poured milk into a shiny container
and delivered it to a particular address. On the street we
happened upon Jamal Ansari, our guide from a few days
ago, who took us back to his workshop so that we could
see how thread is prepared by women for the loom. We
climbed up several flights of stairs, first stopping at the
2nd floor where Jamal’s sister age 40 sewed trim on saris
while his 82 year old mother lounged behind her on the
bed. His sister operated the power lever of the sewing
machine with her toes or knees. Jamal’s mother, sister
and her eight children live in this room.
We then climbed two more flights of stairs to the room
where the thread is prepared by women for the weavers
on the first floor. We asked if one of the women would
demonstrate this for us, but she vociferously declined,
and so Jamal demonstrated. Later we learned that the
women here were angry with Nita because Nirman is
difficult for their children to access. Jamal unwound a
hank of dyed zari thread (shiny gold or copper), placed it
around a spindle, threaded it onto a wooden, handmade
winding machine and wound a small long bobbin with
the thread, the kind that are used in the weaving process
for expensive, hand loomed saris. Typically women do
this work in preparation for the weaving by men. After
this demonstration we returned home via bike tuk tuk.
This afternoon I was suppose to teach the women in the
kitchen to make cream puffs but they were all in a bad
mood and so I have to do it tomorrow. I lay down for a
nap and woke up to see that the ceiling fan slowing down
and eventually stops, an indication that the electricity is
off, intermittant electricity frequent here. I looked up at
the clerestory window and saw a monkey eating a peace
of fallen fruit.
Tonight we went to a concert in an ancient Hindu temple
by the Ganges. In order to get there we had to go through
Chowk, built over 500 years ago, which was so congested
with bicycles, motorized tuktuks, buses and cows that we
decided to get out or our car and walk to the temple. I
loved the long walk through winding streets although the
constant honking and fumes were overwhelming. The
street nightlife until midnight is vigorous with people
shopping for everything from vegetables and sweets to
saris, flowers for ceremony, pan for a little high, and anything else you can imagine. The Hindu signage above the
little shops is indecipherable to me. However, above these
shops tower billboards with images of guys wearing tank

Street scenes at 11:00 p.m.

tops with the word “HUNK” in huge letters or advertisements for for technology, like super efficient cell phones
and service. Public pissoirs for men lined the main street
but more frequently men would simply turn toward a
wall and take a leak whenever they felt like it. Women
have no such option.
We wound through narrow streets of the oldest section
of town where men sat on huge white mattresses in small
stalls about 5’ x 5’ x7’ ready to show interested people
their wares: silver or gold thread, jewelry, saris, etc.
Finally, the traffic decreased and we made our way down
ancient stone steps leading to the Ganges and entered
the temple. The tabla player had already begun by the
time we arrived, and so we quietly took our seats on a
raised platform ringed by bright pink arched pillars. This
was the best tabla I have ever heard, hard to believe that
human hands could go that fast and felt that the player
had to go way beyond his conscious mind to accomplish
the complexity of rhythms at that speed. Then, Davash
Dei sang his ecstatic songs accompanied by a harmonium, a tabla and a woman who sang and played a tall,
large stringed instrument.
After the concert we walked back up the steps away from
the Ganges and to the heart of the ancient city where motorized tuktuks had lined up for customers. Flower sellers
were sitting amidst fields of cut red, white, orange, blue
or purple flowers or garlands on the curb selling them
for ceremony, funerals, or simply for homes. Each color
of flower was sold for a different purpose. A group of
young men on their way to the cremation center walked
by carrying a stretcher on which lay a body covered in an
orange cloth. Stray dogs stood or lay down on the pavement and stray cows parked themselves on niches in the
wall or on the pavement for the night. It was 10:45 p.m.
and the cacophony of the street was slowly starting to
subside.

Friday, October 19th

Music performance in a temple.

I have been feeling frustrated that we weren’t getting
enough work done. So, today we set out for a longer session. We went to Nati Imli, a very poor weaving community in the northwest part of the city. Along the way we
saw the bamboo substructures in place for the goddess
festival Durga Puja, fanciful fabric and paper mache
works that will become the various venues for the goddesses throughout the city. This coming week Ramlila,
the Durga Pujal and Bakrid Eid coincide so it will be a
high octane performance filled week.

Fiber and thread seller

We got out in front of a non descript little building and
wandered inside. Nita knew the neighborhood very well
because 30 years ago she had done her research there.
However, she didn’t know the first family met. We left
our shoes in a tiny entry and then stepped up into a
room that was about 10’ x 10’. A woman sitting on a mat
was about to do her prayers. This room, which was devoid of furniture, was the only room in the house, aside
from a small room on the roof for the kitchen and a loom
and a tiny room with a hole in the floor, the bathroom.
13 people live in this space. A young man threw a plastic
woven mat on the concrete floor and beckoned to us to
sit down. Aside from one plastic chair and a few cabinets
against one wall, there was nothing else in the room.
Quickly the room filled with young people ranging in age
from 2 - 21, all children of this woman. We sat quietly
while a young man sang prayers to his mother while she
did her ritual praying on a prayer rug. I felt embarrassed
that we had walked in uninvited and unannounced. We
asked if we should leave but a young man said that we
could stay. She had had a child every year or two since
she was married 22 years ago, eleven children total. In
addition, several others had not survived.
While three adult young men worked in the neighborhood on power looms, they all were home because the
electricity was off. They are employed to work as many
as 12 hours each day. However, usually the electricity is
off 6 of those hours. Each of the three young men makes
about 2,000 rupees per month or $40.00 working on a
power loom. This is the cost of the memory card I just
purchased for my video camera.
They can produce a sari every three hours on a power
loom (compared with a sari every 14 days on a hand
loom). The oldest child, a young woman, 21 years old,
operates a loom like structure on the roof which is actually a loom stringing device. However, when we asked
whether she worked while interviewing her brothers,
they said she did nothing, not acknowledging this

as work. No one was in school. The young men had
dropped out in the second grade because the family
needed them to work.
We asked how they intended to celebrate Bakrid Eid.
They said that they were too poor to sacrifice a lamb or
goat and so they didn’t intend to celebrate. They anticipated that people in the community would share their
meat with them. Typically if they can afford it, families
will slaughter as many animals as they can afford, goats,
sheep, cows, camels, and then share the meat with other
family members and neighbors who share their meat
back if they can. This seems to be about giving and taking as a way of renewing the community of each family.
It also is a way to remember the bible story of Abraham
sacrificing an animal instead of his son.
The mother then started talking to Nita about how an
American had made a video that was anti-Muslim and
how evil Americans are. She continued ranting for a long
time and finally Nita got up and left.
We went up stairs to see the kitchen/loom room followed
by all of the children. There was nothing in the kitchen
but a small cabinet with dishes and cups. Otherwise the
room was empty except for a loom like structure but
we could not figure out what it does and the daughter
could not demonstrate it because the electricity was off. I
suspect that some members of the family sleep here and
some sleep in the room downstairs. There is no other
space in this house and each room is empty of furniture.
A beautiful 16 year old woman from next door was on
the roof when we left the roof kitchen. She spoke some
English and I asked her if I could take her picture. She
said no and backed away. I indicated that I would not.
However, when we climbed down the stairs to another
area on the roof, she reappeared and asked me to take
her picture. I am trying to understand what having their
picture taken means to women in this community.
As an aside, while living in Queta, Pakistan, and photographing tribal communities in the desert of Balochistan,
I discovered that most tribal men do not allow women
to be photographed. However, the men in one community called Shadini, not only allowed the faces of the
women to be photographed, but were the first to allow
the women to learn to read and write. None of the other
communities allowed me to photograph the faces of the
women. I gave prints of the portraits of the women in
Shadina to them. They then showed their pictures to the
women in neighboring tribes. Soon, news reached me

Friday, October 19th (continued)
that women in neighboring tribes also wanted their photos taken. It never occurred to me that portraiture might
be a vehicle for social change.
We then went next door to a small room where a man
had a loom threading machine. Formerly, he had been a
weaver but the market had dried up and so he invested
in this machine. However, he could not demonstrate
it because the electricity was off. He was happy that he
had made this investment because he was making more
money than before.
Then we went up very narrow dark stairs and entered
a room with several women and a sleeping infant and
young boy on the floor. Everyone in the room was very
happy to see Nita. She had met them 30 years ago when
she was doing her initial research and they had become
like her second family. She had not seen them in twelve
years. In these intervening years life had not been kind.
One woman’s husband had left her and so she had moved
back home with her mother. This woman’s 30 year old
son is not well and so, while he is supposed to oversee the
power loom, he has a difficult time keeping it operating.
And the loom itself is too finicky, stopping very often
for minor problems. In this household, there were no
functional men. Thus, all of the women in the room were
dependent on their own work for their survival.
When they have an occasional order, the older son
makes fabric on their automated loom. The fabric is then
brought up to the room where we were sitting to have the
excess fibers cut off the back. Two women were sitting
at either end of a wooden frame on which was rolled a
portion of the 22 meter fabric where they were snipping
the excess threads. They are paid 6 rupees per meter to
do this and it takes four days for two women to cut the
whole 22 meter roll or 132 rupees every four days. That
is the only money taken in by this family. The metallic
threads which they were cutting in prior times would
have been made of metal. Today they are made of plastic.
A woman relative was visiting from another province.
She and her family sew the threads that hold a sari together before packaging. They put paper in the sari, fold
it and sew the two sides with a tiny piece of thread to
hold the folded piece in place. They receive 1.25 rupees
for each sari. Her whole family, working all day and night
can make 1,000 rupees for a large job.
The house we were in was part of a government program
of 20 years ago to provide low cost housing for weavers.

Nati Imli

The old mother, sitting on the floor by her daughter,
had purchased the whole building in better times.
Now they own their house which consists of this one
room. Their brothers had owned other portions of
this building but had sold them. I asked what people
do when they cannot find work in the weaving
industry. She said that they become rickshaw drivers,
construction workers, city repair people, the lowest
professions in terms of pay and status.
They wanted to give us tea and needed to get it from
a street vender. However, women are not supposed
to go onto the street to buy things. The family had a
protracted
conversation about who to send out for tea since it is
a family of women and finally settled on the 16 year
old girl, who begged them not to ask her to do it. She
finally unhappily agreed and came back a few minutes later carrying a tiny plastic bag and two thimble
size plastic cups for the tea. This had cost 6 rupees,
or about 3 hours of work.
I asked this young woman if I could take her photograph. She said no and turned away. I told her that
I would respect her wishes. However, I did want
to understand why she wouldn’t let me do it. She
laughed and said that it is because she doesn’t like
the way she looks in photographs. Given her reticence at going into the street for tea, I felt that even
though this family has only women in it, the restrictions on women are culturally communicated via
parda. While her mother had no problems letting
me photograph her, she did require assurance when
we went onto the roof that her photograph not be
reproduced in newspapers or magazines, only in the
book we were making. I believe that the only reason
she was so generous with us was because Nita was
like a family member and she trusts her.
They said that they would not be celebrating Eid
because they were too poor. They then took us to the
roof to see a woman making a quilt out of old family
saris. They also showed us a wall that the owner of
the building had built. He is a relatively wealthy man
but stingy and because the wall was so poorly built,
the structure it contained could not be used because
it is unsafe.

Saturday, October 20th:

Saturday, October 20th (continued)

Vandana, and I visited Waseem Akhtar and his family
who I had photographed on my last trip to Varanasi two
years ago. Getting there was difficult because the streets
are unusually congested as people prepare for celebrations next week. Waseem lives in an area called Khojwa.
Four of his children study at Nirman, which makes his
family untypical of Muslim weaving families. This visit I
wanted to spend quality time talking with them to better
understand their realities and dilemmas.

Waseem’s father took him out of school at age eight because he got into a fight. So, he began working full time
in the family weaving business at a very early age. He
decided to only have five children, spaced several years
apart, so that he could give them a quality life. In this
behalf, even though it is expensive for him, he decided to
send his children to Nirman so that they can get a better
education than in public school. His wife Baby Sultana
never went to school.

We walked through the small wooden gate in the wall
on the street into the universe that is their home. In the
entrance courtyard stands a huge tree near the water
pump. Here we saw freshly dyed sari silk drying in the
sun. Turns out the person who was dying that silk is the
brother-in-law of Waseem. He, his wife and eight children live in the compound as well as Waseem, his wife
and five children. However, it appears that each family
lives quite separately, eating separately, administrating
separate businesses, making different decisions about
the education of their children. Waseem’s family works
until 7:00 p.m. each night and then stops to cook dinner
and eat together each night. Now Waseem and his family
have a trim cutting and sewing business; his brother and
his family dye yarn and weave saris.

All of his older children except the oldest girl speak English very well, a reflection of their special educational experience at Nirman. I asked one girl what she hopes to do
when she finishes school. After she completes grade 10 at
Nirman she intends to go on to the next level, grades 11
and 12. She wants to be a continental chef cooking fusion
cuisine and will pay for her education by being a teacher.
Waseem said that he hoped that his sons would go to
college and become engineers or professionals of some
kind rather than weavers. I was impressed by his goals for
his children. By contrast, when we visited Jamal’s family
in Madanpura they told Nita that they had withdrawn
their daughter from Nirman because her transport was
inconvenient.

Many long strips of brightly machine embroidered sari
trim were laid side by side on the brick walkway between
small buildings and a young woman was bent over sewing the strips together. Waseem ushered us into a small
room on which on which a clean piece of fabric had been
placed and indicated that we should sit. This is one of two
rooms which this family uses as their living, working,
sleeping space. It is about 6’ x 6’ x 8’. The shelves above
us ringing the walls were packed with boxes and cooking
pots. His wife Baby Sultana and several of his children
intermittently joined us as we talked.
This family had lived here since 1946 when they moved
from Madenpuri to get more space for their family.
While they are isolated in terms of living in close proximity to many other Muslim weaving families, Waseem
said that, their main community is still in Madenpuri,
where he goes every day to get trim for his business.
He now lives here with his wife Baby Sultana, and five
children, a boy Sibgatullah age 5, his daughter Gulnaz
in 7th grade, his son Azim in 9th grade, and two other
daughters, one who is 18 and only finished 8th grade in
a school in Madanpura. She will not continue with her
education and now works in at home helping with trim
preparation and housework or helping their aging grandparents. All of the other children go to Nirman.

Waseem and his brother have three hand looms and
have never invested in a power loom, so electricity is not
a problem. He hires young boys 12 – 14 years old to be
weaving assistants for 1,000 rupees per month.
In the last ten years there has been a great change in
his ability to support his family. The price of living has
increased a great deal, food, gas, etc. However, there is
no improvement in the condition for weavers. Today is
as difficult as it was ten years ago. Prices have gone up
for everything, but not equally. The cost of materials has
gone up 50%, but the price of saris has only risen 5%.
That is why there is no improvement in his economic
situation.
Waseem described how the costs of materials have
resulted in his changing his practice. He said that ten
years ago raw weaving silk from China cost 1,800 rupees
per kilo. Now it costs 3,800 rupees kilo. So, he, like many
weavers, has shifted to a system in which he substitutes
low grade silk grown in India for three quarters of the
threads they use in saris. The low grade silk costs 1,400
rupees per kilo, allowing them to make a little more per
sari. They make between 400 – 500 rupees per sari. They
used to make 600 rupees per sari. They also cut strips of
power loom woven fabric for sari trim to bring in a little
extra money. He added trim cutting and sewing to his

business several years ago as the fashion changed to
include this detail. Waseem and Baby Sultanacut trim
throughout our two hour interview.
He goes to the mosque five times a day to pray and
Baby Sultana prays five times a day at home, but Gulnaz
doesn’t pray because she doesn’t have time. She is in
school all the time. If she had time she would pray. When
she grows up and lives in her own house, she says she will
pray five times a day.
I asked Baby Sultana and her daughters if they felt
comfortable with my taking their photos. They were all
fine with it. I asked them why some women don’t feel
comfortable. They said that it is a personal choice. I asked
them if they are comfortable buying things in the market. Gulnaz said that both boys and girls can buy things
in the market until they are about 16. After the age of 16
only men go onto the street to purchase things like daily
food. (Later I learned from Nita that women do shop in
special markets for fabric to make their own clothing and
for other personal and household items.)

When I got home I taught the women in the kitchen how
to make apple tarts. However, this is quite a challenge in
India. We did not use an egg in the crust because of the
holidays which are fasting holidays, restricting the intake
of eggs, salt and other foods. When we took the crusts up
to bake them we discovered that the power was off so we
had to wait an hour. And the guy who was supposed to
go to the market with the apples never returned. Finally,
we did accomplish baked tarts which were the end of our
dinner that night.
Before dinner Nandini sang classical Indian songs, and
a beautiful table player and flutist who teach at Nirman
performed as well. Then we had a delicious late supper
of panir in spinach, yogurt with little balls of dough in it,
potato and cauliflower mixture, cucumbers and tomatoes, fried bread and fried okra, ended with my apple tart
and Indian ice cream. What a day.

Waseem said that they would celebrate Bakrid Eid for
three days and sacrifice two goats whose meat they would
share with relatives and neighbors. During the ceremony
they say prayers, dig a pit, put the blood of the lamb in it
and then fill it in with dirt.
I asked Waseem what is the largest life dilemma he
confronts and he said finding a husband for his oldest
daughter who is 18 and who did not go to Nirman. Thus,
she stays in the house and works for the family business
full time. He is working through an intermediary from
the community on this. Also, people in the community
know who is unmarried and are helping him. He said
that a wedding would cost him 2-3 lak and that he, as the
father of the bride, must pay for the whole expense which
includes buying jewelry for all of the importantwomen in
the groom’s family. So, he is working on this right now.
See Friday, Nov. 16-18 for more about Waseem and his
family
We ended the interview and took a bicycle tuktuk back
home. There were lots of goats tethered to walls and I can
only imagine that they will be part of Eid sacrifices. On
the road strings of donkeys carrying sacks of dirt from
construction sites walked by. A mama goat ate garbage
from a discarded plastic sack while her baby suckled.
And, tuktuks filled with goddesses on their way to their
ceremonial locations mingled with the impossible traffic.

Waseem Akhtar

Home and family of Waseem Akhtar

Sunday, October 21st:
Today I took a six hour walk in the city visiting Jantar
Mantar, which is an observatory on the roof of Man Maher Palace overlooking the Ganges. This palace was built
by Man Singh in 1600 a.d. Then in 1724 his relative Jai
Singh II, a brilliant mathematician and astronomer, built
observatories in five different locations in India and this
is one of them, on top of the Man Mahal Palace. These
are commonly called jantar mantar. However, their real
name is yantra mantra. Yantra means instrument and
mantra means calculation.
This is the first day of the goddess festival, Durga Puja,
and throughout the city people are visiting various newly
constructed scenes of the goddess riding a lion with two
other goddesses on either side of her, and the demon she
has been asked to kill by the main male god. The addition of this festival came from Bengal and is especially
celebrated in the Bengali areas of Varanasi. However, the
practice has caught on and many people from the general
Hindu population also celebrate this festival in Varanasi.
During the day there was a great deal of street activity.
A group of drummers led a parade of women dressed in
colorful saris. Periodically the group stopped so that the
drummers could perform and the women could dance.
I passed a very large tree wound with string. A group of
women in colorful saris had gathered around an old man
who was shaving the head of a young girl. Head shaving
is done at least once and sometime at multiple auspicious
times in a Hindu child’s life. Long lines of peopIe waited
in the sun to get into temples. I stopped at an outdoor
goddess venue in a park where people from the community were enjoying the lazy afternoon festivities. Children
were having a great time inventing infinite varieties of
running tag games and climbing on everything is sight.
Amplifiers blared the sound of rhythmic Indian music,
filling every crevice of my senses, making it impossible
not to get into a festive mood.
A local man called out to me and gave me a tour of the
old city. We then had a cup of very hot tea in tiny unglazed red ceramic cups. Turns out he is a boatman on
the Ganga. His father was a boatman and from the age
of 12 until now (he is 36) he has been a boatman on this
river. He even sleeps in his boat.
In the evening a canopy of colored blinking lights covered major streets, turning the whole city into a carnival.
Nita and I went to a temple known as the monkey temple
because of the plethora of monkeys in the garden there.
An episode of the Ramlila was performed there. Then we

Jantar Mantar

went to the conch blowing competition in a Bengali community center called Pandgy Hawli organized by Banaras
Durgotasav Sammleni LBDS where women were challenged to blow the conch the longest. The longest blow
was 32 seconds. These women wore brand new colorful
cotton saris. Cotton is worn in the summer and silk is
worn in the winter.
I bought a Bengali snack on the street, a delicious
pancake filled with vegetables and sauce and rolled. We
stopped by an upscale sweet shop where Nita got a snack.
Most sweets are sold in little stalls on the street. However
this shop was large and behind glass and sold a huge
variety of sweets which they continued to innovate. There
were many Muslim men in the shop wearing white clothing and skull caps. It is this shop that the Muslim community in Madanpura often buys sweets for celebrations.

Durga Puja

Monday, October 22nd:

Tuesday, October 23rd:

The branches above me begin to shake and I look up to
see a mother monkey and her two babies skittering along
and onto the building top in front of me.

Outside my window at dawn four of five young karate
students hold a class with a teacher and practice for an
hour. I love seeing the rigor of their work.

One more reflection on traffic. Being in it is like a continuous game of chicken with the smaller entities losing
out to the bigger ones. Since I am small I keep losing,
which means I can’t cross the street. I have learned to
step off the curb, determine a rate of speed and keep
going. If I keep up this speed then everyone else adjusts.
If I do not, I might get killed. So, I keep going. The only
thing that saves any of us is that everyone is going really
slowly and the speed limit is 15 km/hour. I am also impressed that with all of the traffic that I have been walking through lately, no one ever touched me or nothing
hit me. People are really expert at getting close but not
touching. I marvel at their sensitivity.

So, the credit card saga continues. I went to the central
bank today to get my card, but the manager said that he
won’t let me have it until I activate it. So we went to three
std calling centers which make international calls but
none of them, in fact, make those calls. We finally went
to the Haifa Hotel near Asi Ghat which exhanges money.
We tried to make the international call at least twenty
times. Each time the call failed. Finally, in desperation
I called the international fraud hot line of B of A and
spoke with a rep who put me in touch with the Visa card
department, an automated call which instructed me to
punch in my card numbers. When I did the automated
system said that my request was declined and that I
should go to my on-line banking account on my computer to activate my account.

This morning we went to a park near Madanpura where
many lambs were tethered or being led. Men were
stretching recently dyed warp fibers to dry in the sun before being attached to weaving machines. Young men fed
goats green leaves under trees and children were being
chased by them in this park. One man mentioned that
this park used to be beautifully planted but the children
have started playing cricket in it and so have destroyed
the plants. In the middle of the park we could see two
huge army tents where the military police have set up
camp in order to police the city during these celebrations. On the streets police are everywhere and whenever
we go into a temple we were thoroughly frisked.
Then we went to a large school from pre-school – 12th
grade in which the children of weavers study. After 5th
grade the boys go to another school which has more
religious practice. The students in this school learn Urdu,
Hindi and English as well as several other subjects. They
have a matriculation rate of about 90%. However, Nita
was very critical of the educational system, saying that all
the students do is learn by rote. They never have an art
or music class, never learn to be independent thinkers. I
photographed and videotaped in a room filled with boys
in white skullcaps reading out loud.
We went home at 2:00 p.m. and I then tried to access my
credit card account by going to an ATM machine. However, when I did that, the machine ate my card, saying
that the bank had not given permission for this account
to be used. Tomorrow after 2:00 p.m. I have to go to a
central bank to get my card. So my credit card saga is not
over.

So, I came home to do that and found that my on-line
account had been blocked. Fortunately Nandini has
skype. So she called the fraud department who called
someone else who, after a thorough series of questions
has finally activated my account. The test will be whether
on Thursday when I go back to the bank and I and the
manager put my card in the machine, whether I get it
back. What an odyssey. Another lost day.
Later tonight I got an e-mail from Earthlink that they
were not able to access my credit card to get my monthly
payment of $1.95. They indicated that if I don’t resolve
this immediately, they will shut down my Earthlink account. I’m learning to relax about all of this. It seems that
in time things get worked out.

Feeding animals the day before Baqr Eid

Preparing warp threads in the park.

Muslim school for boys

Tuesday, October 23rd (continued)
Today was a down day. I slept most of the day or did
very little except try to deal with this problem. Tonight
we went to a dance competition at the Bengali center
where we saw the conch competition. Young girls and
boys danced holding unglazed red ceramic bowls overflowing with burning coconut husks. It seemed like the
larger challenge for the guy with the broom on the stage
was to sweep up the burning embers as they fell from the
ceramic bowls before the whole place burned down.
We then went to several goddess sites, walked through
various neighborhoods where people from various
regions in India live, analogous to our Japantown, Chinatown, Koreatown, etc. These included a Bengali area,
South Indian area, and others. We stopped to have a tiny
earthenware cup of coffee loaded with rich milk and
sugar which was yummy and very satisfying. Then we
went to a provincial traditional play in the Bengali area.
It was held in a huge tent specifically constructed for this
occasion on land by the Ganges which once housed the
palace of a raj.
In front of the tent were half a dozen military men lounging on plastic chairs with their guns. Just like every other
place in the city there were lots of police here. Varanasi
had been the site of many bomb blasts in the last thirty
years, a reflection of the tensions between the Hindus
and Muslims. The blasts were usually by radical Hindus
against the Muslims. After the last blast in 2002 Hindu
and Muslim spiritual leaders joined efforts to bring the
entire population peacefully together for a day of mourning in an attempt to interrupt potential reprisals. Today
whenever there are major festivals, the place is crawling
with police.
The tent where the play was held was half full. We sat
through a half an hour of the histrionic performance
which were supposed to continue until 3:00 a.m. and
then left. It was 12:30 a.m. and we were exhausted. On
the way home we passed eight buffalo sleeping together
in the street in front of a house. Nita estimated that the
family who owned them could gross about 1,000 rupees
per day selling their milk. The yogurt I buy fresh in the
market is made with creamy rich buffalo milk. Buffalo
seem to roam the streets aimlessly during the day but at
night they come home for dinner.

Durga Puja

Dance competition at Bengali center

Wednesday, October 24:
I got a message that some of the voting machines in
Ohio and Pennsylvania are produced by a company
related to Romney’s business connections. An independent analysis of the machines reported that in the
last election they were unreliable and easily tampered
with. Very disturbing. I hope people are making a
ruckus. I somehow missed the last presidential debate
Monday night, but from the coverage in the NY
Times, it doesn’t sound like I missed much.
Today we went to an area that was very poor to photograph a maker of the jaccard machine. We took our
time walking through the streets looking at the shops
selling baskets, brooms, cooking ware and rope and
wound our way through impossibly narrow streets
until we found the shop of the machinist who made
these machines. He was sitting on a small bench operating a drill press, drilling hundreds of holes into a
piece of metal that would become an important piece
in this complex mechanism. He asked us to wait until
he had finished because the electricity was on and he
wanted to finish this step.
He then took us up a narrow dirt path between two
high walls to a house around the corner where on the
bottom floor we saw hand and power looms that use
his machines. They were on top of the loom structure
with grey punch cards clanking into place with each
pass of the shuttle on the loom. I still don’t fully understand how it works.
We then went upstairs to talk with the women who
wind the bobbins in preparation for weaving. An
older Muslim woman had just put her prayer mat on
the floor as we walked in but graciously delayed her
prayers so that she could talk with Nita. She is a mother of six boys and three girls. All of the boys, who are
now men, live in this house, so, including the babies,
there are about 18 people living here.
Her daughters had all married and had gone to live
with the families of their husbands. The vibe in this
house was very warm, loving and generous. This
mother sitting on the floor demonstrated winding
the bobbins, transferring thread on large spools onto
bobbins using a hand operated machine. She held the
stick that formed the core of the bobbin in place on
the machine with her toe. The thread she was using
is polyester. This was different than the winding of
skeins of pure silk thread we had seen in the past in
that the pure silk thread was placed loosely on a delicate holder which allowed its unwinding.

Jacquard machine makers and family

In this house they only weave with polyester or nylon
threads. Saris are being sold made out of these materials
and the uninitiated have no way of knowing the difference between silk and polyester. These people have chosen this material because it is much cheaper than either
tupien or silk.
While the woman was very generous in allowing me to
photograph her, her daughters, who were there as well,
ran or moved away every time I raised my camera. So, I
began to understand that in general the women in this
house do not want to be photographed and that this
mother is the exception here, not the norm.
He sons showed us a large standing power thread winding machine which could wind multiple larger bobbins
at one time. Her husband and his father had lived in this
house and she had grown up in the area. The women
showed us the materials that they used to make inexpensive bracelets which were sold in street markets.
We thanked the family and returned to the shop of the
jaccard machine maker to watch additional steps in this
process. All of the other steps in making one of these
machines are very labor intensive, requiring great skill to
make the tiniest pieces. He told us that he did not want
his two sons to do this kind of work. One of his sons had
comopleted the 12th year in high school and was now
designing embroidery designs using a computer for automated embroicery machines. However, he was not happy
that this son was not doing much better financially than
was he. His hopes for a better life for his children had not
this far been realized.
I actually became quite ill during this visit and was
embarrassed that I have to throw up several times on
the street. We returned to the house we had just visited
because I also needed to find a toilet very fast. I have
never been so happy to see a gravity feed toilet in my
life. It was near the front door for which I was grateful.
The family saw that I was ill and invited me to come up
stairs to rest for a while. While we were there a boy who
lived next door came in and one of the daughters began
a lesson with him. He was helping him learn to read better. Finally, after an hour I felt well enough to leave and
return to Nirman.

Family of thread spinners

Wednesday, October 24 (continued)
We returned to Nirman and I napped until Nevil Krishna, a brilliant scholar, came by to talk with me about
the history of textiles in India. He is one of the most
delightful people to spend time with and we spent an
hour under a tree in the garden talking. He had recently
been at a conference in Baranas in which the topic was
how to make weaving more equitable for the weavers
themselves. He said that the Chinese are in the process of
revolutionizing the weaving industry. They have created
automated computerized weaving machines which weave
fabric identical to hand loomed fabric. He was handed
two pieces of fabric, one hand loomed and one power
machine loomed, and he could not tell the difference and
the fabric experts in the room couldn’t either. Instead of
a sari costing thousands of rupees, using this method it
costs 700 rupees. So, very soon, the hand weaving technology I have been photographing will have an impossible time competing.
Nevil had been doing research in Jaipur. He was an avid
photographer and went out shooting almost every day.
One day he wanted to photograph a woman who was
sitting on the ground selling things outside the city.
However, when he raised his camera she stopped him.
He asked why since this is in public and since he can see
her, why shouldn’t he take her picture. She said, “I can
control what you see here. I cannot control what you do
with your picture.”
In the evening I went to the celebration of the goddess
and Ram at Ravidas Gate which near Nirman. It was the
night in which the demon is killed and so the place was
packed with women in colorful saris, families in their
best clothing, street sellers selling everything from puff
balls in stew to sweets of multiple dimensions. Hawkers
of balloons, pinwheels, flutes, mythic silver swords and
bows and arrows roamed the crowd and families with
babies stopped to purchase. Ice cream sellers with rolling carts sold ice cream on a stick or in cones. Men on a
raised platform spoke to a crowd of at least 1,000 people
about the goddess tradition. Packs of young men roamed
the streets, often asking me to take their photos, as did
families and groups of young women. And all the time
rhythmic music blared from loud speakers. The place
was crawling with police who carried both guns on their
shoulder and long wooden sticks. Fortunately they didn’t
have to use either. At one point I heard a loud bang and
turned with the crowd to watch a protracted display of
fire works, followed by a really big fire in the distance
which symbolized the slaying of the demon.

Celebration of Ramlila and Durga Puja

From my elevated position in the middle of the intersection I could also see trucks blaring music coming by car
rying illuminated multiple armed goddesses surrounded
by men. And huge groups of gyrating guys making lots of
noise followed the trucks down the street. At one point
the crowd made a loud noise and I turned to see a carriage being lifted above the crowd and I believe that the
actors playing Ram in a Ramlila being performed this
evening, were being carried down the street.
Finally, festivities started to subside about 11:00 p.m. and
I walked home. All night long I intermittently heard blaring music and sometimes loud laughter as the partying
extended into the dawn. I felt safe walking home on an
intermittently illuminateroad. I feel safe in general on the
streets of India. The paper yesterday indicated that there
are about 125,000 convicts in India’s prisons in a country
of almost a billion people. Compare that to 2.4 million
people incarcerated in the U.S. in a country of about 300
million. It is interesting to contemplate why in a country
so poor the crime rate is so low.

Thursday, October 25th:
Vandana and I set out for the market on the day before
Bakrid Eid to see where the women in the weaving community shop for fabric to make their clothes and all the
other things they need for their personal and household
use. The street is a long and very narrow street called
Dal Mandi and it is near Godaulia Crossing. We walked
the entire length of this street, which seemed like a very
long way, stopping periodically to ask people if I could
photograph them and if they said ‘yes’. The sub-research
was to see if there is any difference between Hindus and
Muslims in this regard. I was also trying to figure out
whether women who have agreed to be photographed
would have a problem with members of their community
once the book is published.
So, periodically I would stop people, both men and
women, and ask for permission to photograph. Often
women in berkas said ‘no’ and occasionally they said
‘yes.’ Men in white skull caps and clothing agreed about
70% of the time. I stopped to ask a family dressed in saris
who I thought were Hindu if I could photograph them.
A young girl spoke perfect English and said that is fine
with her. I asked why she spoke English so well and she
said that it is because she goes to a Christian high school
where she is in the 12th grade. I asked if that meant she is
Christian and she said, no, she is Muslim but goes to this
private high school because she can get a better education. So every stereotype I had went out the window. I
could not tell if someone is Hindu or Muslim strickly
by what they had on (with the exception of berkas for
women and white outfits for men).
I stopped by a pharmacy where I asked the old man
in the front section of the store if I could photograph
him. He agreed and then he invited me to go to the
back of the store where an even older man was working
on accounts. This man was a doctor who people could
visit here. I asked both of them if they thought that if a
woman agreed to be photographed and have her picture
in our book, would she suffer reprisals from members
of her community. Both men agreed that there would be
no reprisals. So, armed with that great news, I continued
down the street to shoot individuals, mothers with children, families buying clothing, fabric, pots and pans and
speciality foods on this day prior to Bakrid Eid.
We made our way to the other end of the street which
was congested with bicycle buggies carrying women in
berkas, Muslim families with the woman in black, the
man in white and kids in colorful clothes, and all manner
of others shopping on this street.

Street where Muslim women shop

Friday, October 26th:

Saturday, October 27th:

This afternoon Vandana, Jayakrishnan and I took an
abortive trip to see the mosque built by Aurangzeb, the
late 17th Century Muslim ruler who, along with his
predecessor, Shah Jahan, destroyed the sacred Hindu
temples in Banaras, built mosques and forced people to
convert to the Muslim religion. Because of this destruction, no standing Hindu temple in Varanasi predates the
17th C. The mosque we were in search of was the one
built in by Aurangzeb in his own honor and next to the
Hindu temple which he destroyed. Today that mosque
and the remains of the Hindu temple are in a very crowded tourist section of Varanasi and getting there on the
day before Bakrid Eid was so difficult because the roads
were impassible, that we walked a good deal of the way.

Today is Bakr-Id. Nita, Nandini, Nandini, and I spent the
afternoon in Madanpura, the Muslim weaving community in the heart of Varanasi, to better understand how this
holiday is being celebrated. This was the first of several
days of the celebration. In the streets we saw bearded
men dressed mainly in fresh white kultas, skirts or pants
and skullcaps standing in groups talking, drinking tea,
coming out of mosques after prayers. We arrived after
the sacrifice of animals, mainly goats, and so there were
piles of animal skins for sale on the sidewalk. Organizations like mosques and hospitals received donations of
these skins which becomes a major source of revenue for
the next year. Groups of men in white kultas and pants
sat at tables at the entrances organizations selling skins in
piles next to them.

We got to some steps leading down into the market
and my guide pointed out that through the fabric banners above the steps we could see the mosque. However,
when I raised my camera, a policeman indicated that
photographs of the mosque are forbidden. We asked if
we could see the outside of the mosque but we could
not because it was blocked off by police. And in every
direction I looked I saw that the place was crawling with
police, probably because this mosque and temple are
heritage sites of India. We then asked if we could visit the
Hindu temple next door and were told that I could go
through a separate entrance than India citizens and that I
would have to produce my passport, which I did not have
with me. I asked to see the entrance to the Hindu temple
and was lead to a metal detection booth surrounded by
police. I raised my camera to shoot and was stopped,
being told that it is illegal to take photos of the police. I
am not sure if this is just here or everywhere, since I took
a lot of photos of the police during the Goddess Festival.
My guide said that they are afraid of a bomb blast, not
at Aurangzeb’s Mosque, but of the Hindu Temple. In the
past there had been bombings of mosques in Varanasi,
and they were afraid of reprisals.
We made our way through the narrow winding streets to
the main road which was in grid lock and walked to Godolia Crossing where we got a motorized tuktuk home.
My cold was worse and I went to bed. I got up briefly to
get my favorite street dinner, Bengali snack and buffalo
yogurt. Then I took Nyquil and went to bed.

In the narrow winding streets young children in beautiful colorful clothing walked together, often carrying
covered plates. They were bringing offerings of freshly
slaughtered meat to relatives or friends as part of the celebration. In this tradition, if a family is wealthy enough
to have one or more animals to sacrifice, they must give
1/3rd of the meat to relatives and friends, 1/3rd to the
poor and 1/3rd they keep for themselves. Because there
are two more days to this celebration, we saw goats
tethered to walls and fences which will be purchased for
the next days’ sacrifices. We also saw men chopping up
recently sacrificed meat.
This tradition commemorates the story of Abraham
who sacrificed an animal rather than his son to show
his devotion. It is interesting to note that until the 1930s
both Hindus and Muslims practiced animal sacrifice.
However, Muslims slaughtered animals in accordance
with the practice of halal in which a vein is cut in the
animal’s neck and it is bled to death. While many Hindus
are vegetarians, according to Nita, Hindus historically
decapitated the animals as part of their ritual sacrifice. In
the 1930s some Hindus changed this practice by substituting a coconut for an animal in this ritual practice as a
way of stopping the sacrifice of animals.
We wound our way to a tiny lane and entered a door
of the home of a Muslim writer who has written many
books on the weavers of Varanasi. We spent a quiet hour
with him and his son, Salmon Raghib, who has a computer school in their home and who is also a reporter for
the Urdu language newspaper “The Revolutionary” (The
Inquilas). We left and went to the street by chance meeting the father of three students at Nirman, Mahmood
Ahmad, who invited us for a holiday meal in his home.

Climbing up three flights of stairs we finally came to his
floor where he lives with his four children and wife.
While his wife cooked constantly for an hour, bending
over a burner on the floor, Mahmood told us the story of
his family. He was the youngest of eleven children, two
boys and nine girls. His grandfather had been a religious
man and his father a writer. When he was about nine
years old, his father passed away, leaving his mother with
the responsibility of supporting the family. So, he quit
school and apprenticed as a weaver. His older brother
was a poet and thus very bad at earning money. So, he
bore financial responsibility for supporting the family
and also paying for the wedding of four of his sisters.
A loom became available at the place he was working
so he bought it and became self-sufficient as a weaver,
an important financial step. He was able to support his
family. Then in 1998 the police accused him of having
heroin. He was wrongly convicted and sentenced to six
months in jail, where he was brutalized. All the bones
in his feet were broken and so when he left prison he
could never work as a weaver again. He opened a pan
shop. Then he started to sew trim onto saris, the business
which he has today. He purchases the trim and his wife
sews it onto saris.
His three older children are normal but his youngest son
who looks age four, is actuallly age nine. He was brain
damaged at birth which has resulted in his retardation.
All of the children are very loving toward their brother
and played with him throughout our visit.
Mahmood told us that several years ago he had been
able to purchase the building we were in, renting out two
floors and occupying the top floor. He was able to afford
this because people thought that the building was occupied by ghosts and so no one would buy it.
Azra and daughter served us a meal on a plastic mat on
the floor, spicy ground lamb patties with onions on them
and dough balls in a sweet liquid. They kept adding to
the platter filled with patties and kept insisting that we
eat more. I felt like I was in my grandmother’s home who
used to do the same thing.
He then took out a 400 year old bible which was carefully wrapped in cloth to show us this ancient text. He
also brought out books which other relatives had written.
I was so moved by his whole story and his very positive
energy and ability to accomplish such a wonderful family
given his life challenges.

Bakr-Id in Madanpura

Home and family of Mahmood Ahmad

Sunday, October 28th:
This day was spent organizing my photos and sleeping.
However, about 7:00 p.m. Nita, her family and I were invited to the home of a flute player who teaches at Nirman
while earning his Ph.d in music practice and theory at
BHU. He lives with two other musicians, a violinist and
a table player who is now in residence at the University
of Michigan on a Fullbright Fellowship. Each student
has one room in this apartment where he does everything, sleep, eat, study, practice. The flute player’s room
is empty except for a closet and a rug on the floor with
some cushions. In niches in the wall are placed images
of Saraswati, the goddess of music and learning, and an
image of a person who lived 300 years ago and who was
made into a god.
Nita asked the flute player why he has a picture of Saraswati on his wall and he began to talk about how praying
to her helps him with his practice. He also has a guru
who is his spiritual guide and even though this person
has mortal failings, he venerates him.
One of his friends played the harmonium and sang a
song. Then Nandini sang two songs. And finally the flute
player played several songs, all from the 13th century.
We then were invited into the room of one of the students who is not here at the moment and had a wonderful dinner of at least half a dozen succulent Indian
dishes, including mutton, green vegetables, flour balls in
yogurt, a potato and vegetable dish, large round brown
beans in sauce, chapatis, and ended by silver covered Indian sweets of milk and sugar and candied squash which
Nandini brought.
About 10:00 p.m. we went to the Chowk area in the
middle of the city and walked about half a mile through
ancient cobblestone streets built over 500 years ago in
the time of Akbar, a generative Mughal ruler. Finally, we
walked down over fifty steep steps to the banks of the
Ganges, headed south and finally came to the outdoor
concert where a special stage had been constructed next
to the Ganges for this occasion. Above us loomed the
silouettes of ancient buildings.
We walked up half a dozen steps to a flat area where large
white stuffed cotton mats and cylindrical stuffed bolsters
had been placed so that the audience would be comfortable. This event was sponsored by a club that supports
a monastery. They raise money throughout the year in
order to put on this annual three day musical event,
always held in October on the night of the full moon. We
arrived in time to see the finale of a dancer who seemed
to be good at shaking her middle. Later people explained

Outdoor concert on the Ganges

that she was doing fancy footwork hidden by her long
dress, so the only manifestation of it that I could see was
her shaking middle.
Then the main singer came on, a short, portly woman
from Delhi who had brought two students. They were
supported by a local tabla player, harmonium players and
a man who was playing an upright small string instrument that looks like a cousin of a violin. It was very unusual for a woman to have the honor of being the main
singer for this event. However, the moment she began to
sing the audience became entranced by the sweetness of
her love songs to her god which had the effect of making
the audience open their hearts in love to her, her range
and her virtuoso control. One of her students sometimes
sang in counterpoint with her. This student’s voice was as
sweet as hers and she seemed to have the potential range
of her teacher.
In the front of the audience sat a group of men in
starched white kultas and pants who periodically showed
appreciation for the singing by raising their hands and
looking at each other in shared appreciation. I was struck
that, although they didn’t wear a white skull cap, they
were wearing the general outfits I normally associated
with Muslim men. However, most were older white
haired men with pale complexions and often aquiline
noses and so looked different than the Muslim men I had
seen who were darker in skin, shorter and with flatter
noses.
We didn’t leave until 1:30 a.m. because the program
producers kept begging her to play yet another song. A
subtle mist had settled on the silently flowing deep green
Ganges making indistinguishable the sky from the sea.
As we walked on stone steps along the water’s edge we
saw a boat coming to shore with a man in a saffron robe
sitting on the roof. We also saw the singer flanked by
men in white who had generated this concert walking
along the ghat toward the place where the boat would
dock. When it landed, the man in saffron robe came
ashore. Men in white stepped up, one at a time, and
began kneeling to touch his feet, and the singer did the
same. Turns out he is the head religious person from the
monastery which had supported the event and he had
come to meet the singer.
We then walked up endless stone steps and through the
old sleeping city to get transport home. I was impressed
that I didn’t see homeless people sleeping in the streets,
like I do in L.A. and I wondered why not. It was finally
2:00 a.m. before I slept.

Monday, October 29th:
I spent most of the day recovering from my cold. We
were supposed to leave about 5:00 p.m. to interview
some people. However, the people who had found my
purse in the road and had driven across town to return it
to me, had come for a visit. What had happened was that
one morning when I had pulled my camera out of my
bag my purse had come out with it. I didn’t see it happen.
So the purse lay on the ground for a long time. Someone
who had worked at Nirman saw the purse and thought
it might belong to someone from here. So, the next day
his wife came across town with the purse, which was still
had 700 rupees in it. I was so impressed at the honesty of
the people on the street and of this couple that I wanted
to thank them. The wife is a massage therapist and said
that I could hire her for a massage. She wanted me to
have a three hour massage for 3,000 rupees but Nita
talked her into a one hour massage for 1,000 rupees. Apparently, there are many people in Varanasi who hire her
at this rate. I then realized that there is a whole different
strata of socio-economic wealth here that has not been
part of my life on this trip, that can afford for one massage what a whole family lives on for a month.
Then we went back to the family of Mahmood Ahmad
who had given us dinner on Bakrid Eid because I wanted
to set up a date to spend the whole day in their home
to better understand the world of women. In all of the
interviews I had been conducting, the women are usually
silent and the men do all or most of the talking. So, I
wanted to understand what the world of women in pardah is like. Azra, the wife in this house is the caretaker of
the retarded child. Since his birth she has almost never
left the third floor of her home so that she can care for
him. I wanted to better understand her world.
After some missteps we finally found the house and
climbed up to the third floor where this family lives. We
had unsuccessfully tried to call in advance of our visit
and still the family received us quite graciously. The
husband’s sister was visiting and she freely joined in on
the conversation. She told us that there are eight sisters in
this family. In addition, she has nine sister-in-laws from
her second marriage. So, Mahmood, who is the only
male in this generation, is rich with women relatives who
love him. We asked how many nieces and nephews he
has and he said hundreds.
We asked Azra if it would be acceptable for me to visit
the following Friday from early morning. I explained that
I would be taking pictures all day and that the following
week I would return with my computer to show them the
photos Any pictures that they would not

Monday, October 29th (continued)
like published in the book I would remove. I especially
wanted to come on a Friday because that is a special day
of worship for the Muslims and I wanted to get a photo
of Mahmood going to the Mosque. He said that he goes
to the mid day time for prayer and that I could accompany him.
Because they have a retarded child, Azra never leaves this
house so that she can prove him with constant supervision and care. Mahmood said that whenever she needs
something, like slippers, he goes out to get it for her. His
sister added that she comes by almost daily and does
errands for the family as well. She said that she loves
her brother so much that she frequently stops by just to
visit with him. The sister has two daughters, one grown
and a 15 year old who still lives at home. She said that in
six months her daughter will start to observe parda so
she will be covered whenever she goes out. Her second
husband used to be a weaver but decided that it would be
more lucrative to have a store and now makes samosas
on a major street in the area. They have added a food
concession in the front which they run in the mornings.
So, financially they are in good shape.
The family and I had an extended conversation about
parda because I was trying to understand which women
are covered and which are not. Azra said that it is determined by the customs of the community. Some communities require women to be covered when they go out
and others do not. This community does require women
to be covered. She said that some girls look forward to
coming of age when they will be covered when they go
out. This gives them the feeling of empowerment in that
when covered, they can see others but other people cannot see them.
Mahmood’s sister agreed to come by in the middle of the
afternoon next Friday and take me shopping with her.
She might have to see a doctor and go to the bank and
market for this family.
Throughout this session the children played with the
retarded child. Umahanni, their daughter, brought out
a plate of crackers and small cups of tea prepared by the
mother and the father picked up his retarded son Irshad,
held him on his lap and gave him a cracker, something
that he seemed to enjoy immensely and which quieted
him down. Irshad urinated and so Umahanni got a
pitcher of water and washed the floor. I was so impressed
that the children that I have seen seem so well behaved
and assert such responsibility and initiative.

Next we went to the home of the Jaquard machinist
who we had interviewed a few days prior. Again, we
had tried to call them without success. Again, arriving
unannounced we were greeted warmly and ushered into
a room which had a large board on a raised platform
covered by a piece of fabric . Nita and others sat on the
board, which I think also functions as a bed, and I was
given a plastic chair. The machinist-father sat on a plastic
chair and his wife and mother-in-law sat on the floor. His
son, who works as a digital textile designer, sat on the
bed and told us about his work in this field.
The son brought in drawings of some of his designs
which looked like repeatable pieces of trim. He also
brought in some pieces of fabric which were of his
design. He said that the only advantage of the computer
is that it can produce work much faster than handwork.
The same piece of cloth which might take 10-15 days
by hand takes a few hours to accomplish by computer
systems. His friend who was also sitting on the bed was
a lathe worker turning out complex wooden objects.
However, this son said that business is slow because so
many young people like himself have entered the field,
hopeful that the computer would offer new opportunities for them. However, at this point he is stuck and not
sure which direction to go in, either in terms of addition
education of opportunities.
We started talking to the father about the history of his
work. He said that 25 years ago when automated weaving
machines were introduced someone made a dobbin machine that tried to accomplish what the jaccard machine
did in terms of complex patterning. However, it didn’t
work. Then someone in the north of Varanasi figured out
how to adjust the jaccard machine for automated weaving systems. After some years they finally perfected it
enough to be useful. The jaccard machine that is used for
hand looms is made from wood. However, the one made
for automated systems is made out of metal to endure the
stress.
So, he had to learn how to do this. He became an expert
in metal working, making every stage of this machine
for both hand looms and automated systems. He also
innovated some aspects of the machine so that it would
work even better than the standard models. When I
watched him work at his shop I had been so impressed
the precision necessary at every stage of production of
each machine.
He said that a machine can take 5 – 10 days to make and
costs between 6,000 – 9,500 rupees, with roughly half of

the cost comprised of the cost of materials. He guarantees his machines for one year. He said that he makes the
best machines and as a result he has advanced orders for
the next month and does not have to worry about business at this point.
Tuesday, October 30st:
While waiting for my massage therapist, I had an extended conversation with Jayakrishnan in the café. He is
one of the most knowledgable people I have spoken with.
He was my guide in my abortive attempt to locate and
photograph Aurangzeb’s mosque. He is an engineer by
training from the state of Palakkad or Palghat in Kerala
in the south of India. This state is unusual in India in
that the social structure is matrilineal which means that
the inheritance line goes to the women and that married
couples go to live with the girl’s family rather than the
boy’s family. The inheritance goes to the daughters rather
than to the sons. And women in this community are very
powerful. They don’t cover their heads with saris like
they do in the north. He said that in the north when an
older person comes into the room women pull their saris
over their head and over their eyes and lower their head
so that their eyes won’t meet the eyes of the men. This
doesn’t happen in his home province.
He also told me about his friend in Gujarat who very
effectively responded to a problem with whale sharks
being caught in fishing nets. The government had told
the fishermen to call when a fish was caught in a net.
They would take 5-6 hours to get there and by that time
the fish was dead. So his solution was to give fishermen
cell phones so that they could immediately send photos
of the caught fish and then they released it so that they
could collect their reward. This has saved the lives of so
many fish. He also told me about his two year project to
neuter all street dogs in Delhi. He worked with a team
to accomplish this. He hopes to start an organization to
help injured animals, to create an animal preserve. He is
now teaching about animals to the students at Nirman.
Nita and I went to visit the jacaard machine maker to get
a tour of card punch facilities. However, I became very
ill, again, throwing up several times in the street and so
had to go home. On the way Nita mentioned that the
price of cooking gas has increased 300% in the last week.
It was 400 rupees/bottle but last week it jumped to 1,200
rupees/bottle. The kitchen at Nirman uses one bottle per
week. In the evening was a concert at Nirman.

Thursday, November 1st:
I accomplished buying bedding for the driver Ramish,
his wife and four children who are staying in a room 5’ x
8’ x 6’ behind my room. In this space they have a board
for a bed, and a tiny table on which they have a single gas
powered cooking stove. His wife and two children have
come to stay with him for the week and so six people
are living, cooking, eating and sleeping in this space.
They wash outside behind their room. However, they all
seem healthy and happy in spite of their cramped space.
Ramish and his wife usually live apart except on weekends. She lives with her parents in their ancestral village
However, this is a special week when he invited his wife
and children to come to Varanasi for a vacation. Usually
she takes care of the infant and their 2 year old baby boy
and he takes care of their 4 year old girl and niece.
The subject of garbage has become more of an issue recently, especially since people keep throwing trash across
from the entrance to Nirman and in front of a new high
end condo. When the pile gets too high someone lights it
and so for a while the air is filled with burning debris and
plastic fumes, a noxious mixtures, especially when mixed
with exhaust from the poorly vented vehicles. All the
street animals, cows, pigs, water buffalo, dogs, etc. pick
through the plastic bags looking for food. Often they eat
both the contents of the bags and the bags themselves
which sometimes results in their death if the bags lodge
somewhere that doesn’t permit them to continue digesting food. I watched a dog get a bun out of a plastic bag
and part of the plastic disappeared into him as well. So,
getting rid of garbage by throwing into the street results in debris of plastic covering the sides of the roads
and deaths of animals. Yesterday I found a smoldering
mound of garbage around which rested six large pigs. So,
I am on a composting campaign. I am going to work on
people at Nirman to accomplish zero garbage.
Another topic of conversation was the auto industry. Apparently Nison, Toyota, Chevrolet, Fiat and Hundai have
auto factories in India. The market in India is so large
that the government can demand 51% controlling interest in these companies, thus considering them Indian
companies. I mentioned that Castro had demanded the
same thing in Cuba. However, he wasn’t successful because Cuba doesn’t have the potential market that India
does with a billion people. The other subject on my mind
is how much work is done here at night. People working
on the condo next door work in twelve hour shifts, 24/7.
Roads are being repaired with the aid of donkeys carrying materials all night long. People in congested areas
who want to paint their businesses do it all night as well.

Upscale sari shop below residence of owner of shop.

Today we went to some schools in Madanpura to find
out when they are in session so that we could come back
another day to talk with faculty and administrators. We
then went to a retail sari sales room to talk with people
about the business and ended up buying some saris.
However, we never got to interview the owners or workers in this shop and so never learned about the weaving
industry from their perspective. So, I was frustrated that
the day wasn’t too productive.
Tonight students from Kalamazoo and I threw a party
for the families and children who live at Nirman. It was
a smash hit. We got samosas, fruit, cookies, candy and
drinks, balloons and made a piñata filled with candy for
the children. Subhash played dancing music on his computer and then we played hot potato and danced a lot. A
young student living at Nirman did a perfect interpretation of Michael Jackson. Ramish’s wife, age 25, sang and
danced for us. She is quite lovely. It is 10:00 p.m. and I
have a full day tomorrow.

Friday, Nov. 2nd:
After a sleepless night due to a resident she-dog in heat
who howled half the night, I got up early and went to
Madanpura to spend the day with Mahmood Ahmad’s
family I had contacted earlier in the week. I had especially
wanted to spend the day with this family because I wanted
to understand the world of the mother, Azra Kahtoon,
who for the last nine years has been living at home taking
care of her mentally retarded son.

rooms which comprise their home, a kitchen about 3’ x
10’ and a living/dining/sleeping/television room about 7’
x 12’. The family does everything in this room. It is devoid
of anything except a metal closet at one end and television
at the other, making flexible use of this space possible.
Outside is a square hole in the floor that is a central shaft
in the building allowing people on all three floors to see
and shout to each other throughout the day.

I was trying to figure out why I was having so much
trouble identifying where things are in Varanasi until I realized that people don’t seem to know the names of streets
here, even main ones. Instead, they know neighborhood
names. So, it takes courage to take a motor taxi. The other
reason it takes courage is because the drivers drive as fast
as they can and so most of the time all I can do is close
my eyes and pray.

After she cleaned up breakfast Azra rubbed oil into the
hair and skin of Irshad. She then gave him eight different kinds of medicine, shaking her head and saying that
he has liver problems. Then she took out her iron and set
up a pad on the floor made of one her husband’s skirts
and ironed the kultas and pants for Ahmad and her son,
Imran, who were going to the mosque at 1:00 p.m.

I managed to get off at the designated place and waited
about ten minutes. Finally, Mahmood appeared in a white
kulta and pale striped skirt and showed me the way to
his house. His older children had already gone to school
when I arrived at 9:00 a.m. We walked up to the third
floor where he and his family live. Two families live on
each of the lower floors with lots of kids and during the
day various members of these families come upstairs to
hang up their wash on the roof and visit. They invited
me to come onto the roof but given that I have a touch
of vertigo and that the stairs looked precariously built, I
declined. One step was supported by a single brick and
the one above it seemed to be supported by nothing.
So, I spent the morning with Azra Khatoon, 45 year old,
Mahmood Ahmad, 52, and Irshad, their nine year old
retarded son. I tried to have as little presence as possible
so that they would go about their lives. It seemed that
Ahmad sat and did very little except roll pan many times
during the morning while Azra worked continuously.
First, Irshad needed to have his pants changed and so
Azra did this and then bathed him. Then, she put him on
a plastic chair where he usually sits during the day and
proceeded to wash the dishes on the roof outside. Then,
she and Mahmood had a late breakfast on the floor of
large chapatis and lamb stew from the night before. I had
flash backs to having a meal with desert tribal people in
Baluchistan who ate watery mutton stew and homemade
bread at almost every meal.
Azra got up at 6:00 a.m. to get the children ready for
school and Ahmed slept until 9:30 a.m. Azra then thoroughly dusted and swept every square inch of the two

Finally, she went into the kitchen to start preparations for
lunch. She put potatoes, onions and water into a pressure
cooker and then put it on an electric grill, connecting two
bare wires in the wall to start the flow of electricity. She
then collected various spices and went outside to a grinding stone on the floor and with a flat rectangular grinder
pulverized the spices. The stone was in the shape of a
Muslim prayer stone.
All the while Ahmad was lounging on the floor eating
pan and talking with her or spacing out. At one point he
turned on the television, flipped through some channels
and then turned it off. He seemed to know about hurricane Sandy and the great amount of devastation. I asked
him who he supported in the upcoming U.S. election and
he said he didn’t want to get involved in US politics.
Azra and Mahmood shared various gestures of affection
which throughout the day, like he made her pan in the
morning, went to get scissors when she needed to clip
some threads from his pants, and helped with Irshad
periodically. I thought that he and his wife would work
together sewing trim onto saris. However, it turns out his
work is as a middleman to give trim jobs to other people.
So, rarely does he actually do any physical work. He said
that his work is outside the home; her’s is inside the home.
Through the door I could see the sky and a rackous crow
who seemed to have staked out a spot on the roof and was
making a lot of noise. A family of huge monkeys gracefully jumped from building to building and eventually
ended up on our roof. Ummahani, their daughter, said
that sometimes monkeys invade their kitchen so that have
to be careful to put everything away.

Finally it was 1:00 p.m. and time to go to the mosque.
Ummahani, age 12 and Imran, age 13, had returned
from school. Imran put on his kulta and pants with
his father and then we all set out for the mosque. Ummahani was determined to stay with me to help me
on the street in case I had trouble. We came to a very
large mosque and sat to watch men and boys entering. Ummahani selected a strategic location so that
we could see comings and goings from two entrances.
She said that the imam was telling people to live a
spiritual and honest life.
Ummahani said that people were saying to her that
her family was probably getting money from me, as
as criticism that they were associating with me. This
family is very brave to allow me into their home in
the face of potential community reprisals. When we
went to the store later we were going to take Imran,
but Ahmed decided that we should not go with too
large a group because we might attract attention and
collect a crowd.
While we were waiting by the mosque a woman in a
berka carrying a young child wrapped in a white cloth
approached us. The child was badly disfigured and
I asked why. The woman said that there had been a
gas explosion in their home because of a hole in the
gas line and six people had been badly burned. The
daughter she was holding was grotesquely disfigured.
She said that she would be going to Banaras Hindu
University for plastic surgery. The child had lost one
eye and her entire face and body down to her belly
button was a mass of scar tissue. She had come to
wait for prayers to end at the mosque in hopes of
getting donations for her daughter. I gave her some
money, a drop in the bucket compared to what she
needed. She moved to the steps of the mosque and
waited with a man on crutches with a missing leg.
Prayers ended and a steady stream of men and boys
poured out of the front and side entrances of the three
story mosque. We went home for lunch.
Azra had made a delicious stew of dried beans, cilantro, fresh onions and freshly made crispy crackers
which she crumbled on top of the stew. The family sat
on the floor and ate together on a plastic woven mat
on top of which they put a plastic tablecloth.
It was now 3:00 p.m. and we were about to go out to
the market when Azra’s mother came by for a visit.

So we lingered a while so that I could meet her and
then we went to a fruit and nut store in the basement
of a building on the main street where I purchased
almonds, cashews and figs for the family. I wanted to
get them things that they loved and normally can’t
afford. Ahmad insisted that we get a cup of tea at the
side of the road. I was exhausted from being sick and
a sleepless night and so decided to return to Nirman.
I told them I would return the following Friday with
my laptop so that I could show them my images and
get their feedback about ones they don’t want published.
In conversations during my visit I learned that the
children going to Nirman ate no food until dinner.
They might have tea and a cracker for breakfast, but
they did not eat lunch at Nirman because the family
did not pack one for them and they couldn’t pay to
buy them at Nirman. So, basically, the children did
not eat until dinner. I vowed to support lunches for
the children until they graduated.

World of Azra Khatoon

Friday, November 2nd (continued)
When I got back to Nirman I discovered that I had
been invited to a Carwa Chauth puja at 8:00 p.m. by
Ramish and his family. This ceremony is held annually by women to pray for a long and healthy life for
their husbands. They said there wasn’t a similar ritual
done by husbands for their wives. I fell into a deep
sleep and awoke in time for the ceremony, a ritual in
the back yard read and sung by Ramish’s lovely wife
in front of an alter of marigolds, branches, candles, a
statue of ganesh, and a painting of a figure. Her children flanked her while she read from a sacred text.
We then followed her to a high point in the amphitheater to see the moon rise, the sign that she could
stop her fast. On Monday, Nov. 5th, in the Times
of India, Lucknow, there was an article debating
whether this ceremony is sexist or not and discussing
the upsurge in doing this ceremony by women in the
country.
There was also an article about Sweden’s unique
problem of not having enough garbage, because of
sustainable practices, to power their energy generation facilities, necessitating that they import garbage
from neighboring countries, like Norway. In Sweden,
they require that companies either take care of their
own waste or pay the government for its removal.
GOOD IDEA!!!

Carwa Chauth puja

Saturday, Nov. 3rd:
At 9:00 a.m. I went to interview Salman Raghib, reporter
for the Urdu language newspaper “The Revolutionary”
(The Inquilas). He is also the son of the poet who wrote
a book about the weavers of Varanasi who Nita and I interviewed on Bakrid Eid. And he runs a computer school
which is in the home of his father.
I thoroughly enjoyed my conversation with him. While
his paper is relatively new, he is trying to get it distributed throughout India in behalf of reaching the Urdu
speaking community who don’t have many newspapers
to read in India. His larger hope is to be able to create a
community of Urdu speaking people so that their voices
can be heard.
I told him that I had photographed a Hindu wedding and
that I was hopeful that I could also photograph a Muslim wedding so that I could experience the differences
between the two religious practices. He went to his computer and showed me pictures of his niece’s party before
her wedding when the women in her family make a party
and bring her gifts. I asked if I could have digital copies
of these images possibly to use in a book on the weavers
of Varanasi and he said that he would ask his niece and
let me know.
I returned to Nirman and after a quick lunch went to the
train station with Nita and Nandini to take a six hour
train to Lucknow. Ramish took us to the station and
helped us to the tracks where we waited for several hours
for the train to arrive. The station inside and out was
bedlum. Donkey drawn carts were bringing passangers
with huge boxes which needed to be moved to trains. The
noise in front of the train station was almost impossible
to bear. People were yelling, cars honking, motor bikes
loudly buzzing, loud speakers blaring. And inside the
station the noise level was even greater with the voices of
huge extended families camped out on blankets covering
the floors, echoing throughout the cavernous station.
Nita had brought a stack of covered metal food containers filled with leftovers from prior meals and a box of
sweets which we devoured on the train. We spent some
of the time watching a video on an I Pad which Nandini
had brought with her and the rest of the time we read or
slept. Every ten minutes or so someone came through
the train selling drinks and eats. We arrived at 8:00 p.m.
Nita’s mother’s driver picked us up and drove us to Nita’s
mother’s home, a lovely large bungalow in the heart of
the military cantonement (military and police center).
Turns out that among other things Nita’s father was the

Train station, Varanasi

chief of police and so lived his later years in this home
built by the British. His stature was such that his name
was on the entrance gate in tile letters. An ancient male
servant opened the metal gates and we drove around an
ovoid drive and finally stopped under a canope and in
front of a gracious open air porch. This porch spanned
the entire front of the house and seemed to function like
an outdoor living room filled with couches, tables, and
cushions. A white painted perforated metallic globe scattered light over the ceiling and walls of the porch in front
of the main entrance.
Nita’s mother and cook greeted us on the porch. We entered a small hall that went the entire length of the house
to the back yard. To the left was a very large dining room
with a table set for dinner. To the right was one of three
very large living rooms filled with overstuffed chairs clustered around tables. The walls were crowded with paintings done by Nita’s mother, father and friends, cabinets
of things collected from their many trips, hookas, silver
pots, books and a beautiful 11th century 6’ stone statue
of ganesha with his trunk curled around the breast of a
yakshi.
I was shown to my bedroom and private bath adjoining
this room and then returned for dinner, lamb patties,
roti, vegetables, tomatoes/cucumbers/onions, milk and
sugar sweets and tea served by the cook and bone thin
six foot tall black ancient man servant. In addition to
these servants, there are two drivers for the two cars and
at least two gardeners, most living in the servant’s quarters behind the house in one room huts with their families which made me very uncomfortable. I felt like I had
entered a film set in colonial India from another era. At
about 10:30 p.m. I pleaded exhaustion and immediately
fell into a deep sleep until 9:00 a.m. the next morning.

Nita Kumar’s mother’s home, Cantonment, Lucknow

Sunday, November 4th:
The table was set with fruit, crackers and chocolate oreo
cookies when I entered the dining room but no one was
around. So I roamed into the spacious back yard and
photographed until 9:30 when Nita and her mother appeared. They ordered the driver to come at 10:30 a.m. to
take me to Residency, the huge complex built by a Nawab
from about 1775 – 1800. Because of a drought in the later
part of the 18th C. the Nawab head of state generated this
construction project as a kind of WPA to keep the people
from starving. This site became the center of the Indian
rebellion against the British in 1857.
The driver arrived late because he had just come from
his village where, on the tenth day after the death of his
brother he had to perform a ritual in which he shaved his
head. Thus, I had my own personal very handsome Yul
Brynner driving me around the sites of Lucknow before
depositing me at The Residency.
The Residency is behind a high stone wall. After going
through the metal gate and while reading the history
plaque I head the sound of drums getting louder. I went
out on the street to see a large group of drummers followed by a stream of revelers dancing down the street
celebrating durga puga (goddess celebration). I started
photographing and as they came closer their dancing got
wilder and they started throwing orange, yellow and blue
colored powder at one another, egged on by the fact that
I was photographing. When they started throwing this
powder at me a guard of The Residency came out and
rescued me from the crowd. He showed me into a separate room where one of the attendants helped clean me
up because I and my camera were covered with colored
powder. Finally, I was presentable enough to continue
my exploration.
It was this site that was the reason that I wanted to come
to Lucknow. I had taught about the 1857 rebellion in my
photo history classes and had always wanted to see the
place itself. I also had not understood how wide spread
or ferocious this revolution had been, extending across
northern India to Delhi. Felice Beato had taken many
photographs of the decimation of the residency showing
many Indians dead on the ground or hanging, a specifically British perspective. However, the British were not
allowed to photograph dead British soldiers.
I was surprised that photos by Felice Beato of the insurrection from the British perspective were missing from
both the museum and the book about the history of The
Residency. However, in retrospect, I realize that Indians
probably did not want to remember the fate of their citi

zens any more than the British did. I’m always fascinated
by how history is represented and what is omitted.
From the few photographs I had seen I was not prepared
for the monumental complex where they were taken.
I hadn’t expected the magnificence of the Moghul architecture, even in its decay, of vast high arched multiple
building complexes punctuating gardens surrounded by
stone and brick walls. It took me two hours just to walk
briskly around all of the buildings and go to the museum
that housed paintings of the Nawab and his wife who had
built this residency and drawings of before and after the
1857 insurrection. This insurrection by Indian citizens
took place because the British abrogated their treaty with
the Nawab in 1856 and completely took over control of
the area. This was the last straw in a progressive usurpation of Nawab land and property by the British and
sparked a massive civil war that lasted until November of
1857.
It is always hard for me to get used to living in a culture
where servants are an integral part of the lives of wealthy
people. The driver had parked near the entrance of The
Residency waiting there to take me home. Nita’s mother
had been invited to a luncheon at the home of one of her
neighbors four houses down, which in that neighborhood meant that we had to drive a distance. The occasion
was the birth of a granddaughter. The family is of the
business real estate class and so it was mainly business
people who attended. Food and drinks were flowing. I
usually don’t drink but did allow myself three sparkling
waters with fresh lime juice and rum. By the time lunch
started I was feeling no pain. About 3:00 p.m., a vegetarian buffet lunch was offered with about 20 different
kinds of foods, a salad bar and a dessert table with home
made ice cream and tira misu. I definitely forgot my diet.
The caterers were called “Casa Kitchen” which made me
laugh. This was my only experience with upper upper
Indian society. It was enough.
Then we went to a comedy film at a local mega mall that
could challenge in size and glitz the Beverly Center. The
women at the mall for the most part did not wear saris
but wore kultas with either baggy pants or, more often
skin tight tights. And as the women got younger the
kultas seemed to get shorter. In a sense, I was witnessing
the normalization of dress to western standards. When
women did wear berkas they usually had their faces exposed. The picture I flubbed was of a berka clad group of
women holding a baby clustered around Ronald McDonald statue in front of McDonalds.

Durga Puja celebration in front of The Residency, Lucknow

Luncheon celebration for birth of granddaughter

Monday, Nov. 5th:
During a late breakfast the cook asked Nita’s mother for
a raise. She answered that she could not afford to give her
one because she would have to give all of her servants a
raise as well. I knew that the price of rice and cooking oil
had just gone up and poor people were starving.
After this exchange, the driver took me to the Imambara,
a place specifically built to mourn the memory of the
martyr Imam Husain. Today it has a huge mosque where
there are call to prayers, a central building with a tomb
and a huge bathhouse that fills with water during rainy
season. The complex is housed behind a huge fence and
has a monumental entrance gate. Built from 1784 – 1790
it was planned as a way to employ the people in drought
stricken areas.
The driver picked me up and took me to have lunch
with Nita and her mother, a Mohul lunch of a wonderful
yogurt dish with balls of chick peas, cilantro and pomegranate seeds and chicken kabobs with freshly made nan.
Yummy. Then we returned home, packed and I took a
six hour train back to Varanasi, getting in at 12:30 a.m.
I must comment on the train stations, in both directions.

Never have I ever seen stations so packed with people
waiting for trains or passangers. The great entrance hall
was filled with families sitting or sleeping on rugs or
fabric surrounded by packages, sometimes eating from
woven hampers. It was very difficult to acutally walk in a
straight line anywhere and the noise level was very high.
I was so appreciative that people who understood this
system could guid me to the place to catch the train.
And the platform by the trains was also filled with
waiting people and hawkers of cotton candy, toys on a
stick, snacks for the train, momentos. Throughout the
train ride people came through selling sandwiches, cold
drinks, tea, candy. I was sorry that most of the trip was at
night which meant that I missed seeing the rural landscape.
When the train finally arrived in Varanasi, I was concerned that I would never figure out how to find Ramish,
the driver from Nirman. However, he came on the train
to get me and helped me carry my bags to the car. I was
really sorry that he had to do that because he had to get
up early the next morning to drive students from Nirman to the country school.

Imambara, Lucknow

Train station, Lucknow

Fiber and thread seller

Train station, Lucknow

Azra Khatoon and family

Wednesday, Nov. 7th:
The Kalamazoo students and I watched the elections
until Obama gave his acceptance speech. We were so
relieved that he won. Then, after a quick lunch, Vandana and I went to the home of Mahmood Ahmad
so that I could speak with Azra, his wife. While I had
been able to photograph her, I wasn’t able to find out
how she felt about her life. Mahmood, her husband,
is very articulate, even though he is illiterate, so I had
to work very hard to get him to allow her to speak.
And, because she usually doesn’t speak, she had a
hard time in the beginning of the interview saying
anything at all. Her mother came up the stairs before
I turned on my tape recorder.
Azra is the third oldest of three brothers and eight
sisters some of whom have passed away. She was
born in Varanasi Her father sold saris in Southern
India and so traveled a great deal. She was very
happy as a child and graduated from 8th grade. She
is able to read Hindi, Urdu and Arabic (which is
close to Urdu) and so is literate while Mahmood is
illiterate.
When she was twenty years old her husband’s sister
came to her house and arranged for her marriage
with Mahmood. This was after an intermediary had
been consulted about eligible girls and her family
and the community had gossiped back and forth
about the qualities of each elligible girl and family.
The first time she actually saw her husband was on
her wedding day.
However, her life after her wedding has been very
difficult and she complained of having too much
work to do, especially since her last son is retarded. I
observed that she continuously worked throughout
the day, with her older children helping when they
were home. Mahmood said that men work out of the
home and women work in the home, which meant
he did very during the day while Azra worked non
stop.
When her last son was born he had something wrong
with his mental functioning and the doctors said that
they could perform an operation on his brain to fix
it but the operation would cost much more than the
family had, so it was not performed. Since then, Azra
has lived at home, almost never leaving the third
floor of their apartment house, dedicated to taking
care of this child and her family. Mahmood

and other family members shop for everything the
household needs. Frequently, Mahmood’s sisters
bring things as well. Azra knows how to read the
Koran and prays sometimes but prayer is not a priority for her. That is true of Mahmood as well who only
goes to the mosque at noon on Fridays.
I asked her and Mahmood when their 12 year old
daughter Ummahani would start wearing a berka.
Mahmood thought she would start wearing one at
between age 15-16. However, he also said that times
are changing and she will probably not wear it in
the work place and she would not wear it in class,
only on the street. He further amended this saying
that she would wear it if she wants to. I found him
remarkably flexible on this issue.
After the interview Vandana returned to Nirman and
I stayed on to wait for the children to come home
from school and to eat dinner with the family. Azra
spent four hours cooking goat biryani served with a
yogurt/onion/fennel sauce. Finally by 8:00 p.m. we
ate dinner.
I showed the family my photos and encouraged
them, especially Azra, to show me the ones they
didn’t want in the book. Azra seemed delighted with
the photos and only requested one be deleted for
some reason which evaded me. Initially she didn’t
want her face exposed in the photos and I kept asking her if those in which she could be recognized
should be deleted, but she kept insisting that we
should keep them in. I was relieved. I was ready to
possibly have the project aborted.
Mahmood pulled out a bag of crenilated silk scarves
and I purchased two. This micro business is ballast for the family should the trim business not
be enough to support them. When he needs extra
money Mahmood takes a bag of scarves to sari shops
to sell as an extra source of revenue for the family.
Ummahani demonstrated how she wears the scarves
now and how she will wear them when she comes of
age.

Thursday, Nov. 8th:
An unusually productive day. In the morning Nita and I
went to a madrasa, a religious K-12 school divided into a
boys and girls section. This school has existed for the last
125 years in Madanpura and since 1942 has been supported by the government which supplies books, uniforms and salaries for all of the teachers and staff. Each
of the schools has about 500 children and as we ascended
the floors their ages increased. On the bottom floor K-2
classes were held in the same room and it appeared that
the teachers were unable to contain the bedlam that continued during our stay. These classes included both boys
and girls but in the upper grades they were segregated.
The floors were built around a central opening through
which we could look up see the top of one of the minarets of the adjacent mosque. Children go to school from
8:00 a.m. – 12:30 p.m. Then, those children who need
to work can do so after school. This is a very different
system than existed a generation ago when many young
people had to drop out of school in order to support
their family. The Imam suggested that this reflects the
improvement in their economic conditions.
The students learn Hindi, Urdo, English, Arabic, Sanscrit
and Persian while attending these schools. However, they

Muslim girls school

only learn the first three languages during most of their
time in school. I think their training in English is pretty
sketchy. I have difficulty getting passed “What is your
name?” with most of them. When we walked into an advanced English class the sentence on the blackboard read
“The servant bit the dog.”
In front of the girls’ school preparations were being made
for a wedding. Huge caldrons were being prepared for
the feast and half a dozen men were arranging wood,
coals, pots, and utensils. Nita returned to Nirman and I
waited for Vandana to go to Adampura.

Preparations for a wedding

Thursday, Nov. 8th (continued)
Adampura was very far and our visit also coincided with
the loss of electricity in the area, which had happened
the last time we visited as well. Our driver took us to a
different section and introduced us to Abdul Majid, one
of six brothers who own Weavers Handloom Enterprises,
a 7th generation very large sari manufacturing facility,
the largest I had seen. They own forty looms, one quarter of them motorized, and employ forty people on a
regular basis. Their family of six brothers and their wives,
children and mother live in the five stories above the sari
showroom. I asked Abdul how business was going and
he said it was growing because they had expanded their
distribution to France, Germany and the Czech Republic.
He generously gave us a tour of the weaving facilities
both hand loom and automated. We saw a very fine
sari in purple with zari silver threads being woven for
a patron in Bahrain. We also saw a father teaching his
son how to weave a very complex 8’ tanka for the Dali
Lama. Then we visited a silk bleaching and dying area in
an open courtyard and the jacquard punch card facility
where artisans design and punch cards for the looms.
The silk they use here is India silk indicating that the material they use is second rate silk compared to weavingsmade from Chinese silk. But, I would have never known
that it was second rate. It was the softest silk I have ever
touched. He then showed me into his showroom where
he tried to sell me saris. However, I asked for his card to
possibly contact him later.
In the evening I was invited to the home of one of the
cooks at Nirman with Suvash from the store and Maddi,
one of the Kalamazoon students. The family of seven
people live in a space smaller than my kitchen. 8’ x 8’.
The father has been suffering from severe depression
for the last six years which has rendered him unable to
work. They showed us the pills he takes to help with this
condition. We piled onto a board which also functions
as the bed for the whole family and ate the snacks I had
brought.
Their second oldest daughter, who brings in extra revenue for the family by sewing, is about to get married. The
father had worked with the intermediary in the community to find an appropriate boy for his daughter. The boy’s
family must have been doing the same thing. Finally, the
boy’s family approached this family about setting up a
meeting with the girl and boy. They met for one hour and
determined that they wanted to get married. If either one
of them says ‘no’ to the marriage after this meeting, it will

not happen. This meeting happened in the fall. They will
not see each other again until February when they will
marry. It is strictly forbidden for boys and girls to get
together before marriage.
The father was worried about how he was going to pay
for the wedding which costs of about 5 lakh (500,000 rupees or about $10,000) and for which he is solely responsible. Suvash said that relatives were contributing to help
him. Suvash also said that about 30% of the weddings
happen in court without a big ceremony.

Adampura

Nirman Country campus, student performances

Friday, Nov. 9th:
In the paper today there was an article describing Afghanistan’s outreach to India, as it has done to China,
to develop the mineral wealth in Afghanistan. After
all the U.S. money and lives lost there, it appears that
the U.S. will have no ability to have relations with
Afghanistan in the near future.
India is also reaching out to Germany for mutual
trade agreements. While India has 1/3 of the world’s
population, it only does 2% of international trade. It
is trying to fix that.
This day was spent in preparation for the student
performances at Nirman, today held at the country
school and tomorrow at the city school. I was in
charge of videotaping and photographing. The country school is about an hour outside of the Varanasi
in a lovely village on the Ganges. The performances
were by all students at the country campus as well as
by some students from the city campus. The performances were held in the garden in the center of the
school and lasted from 3:30 p.m. – 6:30 p.m. I then
went back to Nirman and after my favorite Bengali
snack, settled down to work on my photos.
Saturday, Nov. 10th:
On Saturday morning I met with the Salman Raghib
to show him my photos, get wedding photos of his
family and talk more. This meeting was quite productive because he told me about a labor leader,
Sharif Ansari, who is the head of Bunkar, the weavers’ association. While shoemakers, rickshaw drivers, and other workers get on the average 2 rupees/
minute, weavers earn 16 pais/minute (100 pais/
rupee). They cannot stay alive with this wage rate. If
only one person in the family is working he cannot support himself or his family. So, the weavers
are going to meet on Nov. 17th, to hold a meeting at
National University, and then possibly strike. Salman
connected me to Sharif and I hope to meet with him
early this week.
I gave him my copy of the book THE WARP AND
WEFT by Vasanthi Raman, on the weavers of Varanasi. It was difficult to find out what is really the
historic reality here. Mosques were bombed in 1992
and 2003 in Varanasi. During my first interview he
attributed the bombings to a radical group. However,
in Raman’s book she put forth one hypothesis that

the bombings happened because some Muslim weavers were trying to become sellers of saris, a business
territory normally done by Hindus. This caused
tensions which might have lead to the bombings. I
brought this up to Salman and asked if he thought
this view of that history is possible. He smiled and
said, “Well, you know, in the name of peace we try
not to say bad things about anyone.” But, he then
nodded that this explanation of the bombings might
be possible. I am finally starting to get through the
veneer of the appearances to better understand the
realities and dilemmas.
I returned to Nirman and then videotaped the
program here from 4:30 – 8:30 p.m. After that I was
exhausted and went to bed.

Nirman City Campus, student performances

Sunday, Nov. 11th:
After a morning of organizing my photos and videos,
it was a lovely day and so I took a walk along the ghats,
starting with Assi Ghat and working my way north about
2/3rd of the way along the shore of the Ganges. I got to
the place where ceremony is held every night for the
health of the Ganges, a glitzy ritual more like a Hollywood pagent ala Cecil Be Demil than something that the
people hold sacred. The walk was incredibly interesting
and I was so happy to leisurely take in whatever I wanted,
free of conversation or other imperatives.
Frequently I passed individuals or families washing
themselves or their children or swimming. And many
people had brought baskets of laundry to wash in the
Ganges and dry on the stone steps of the ghats. In several
places people had driven herds of water buffalo into the
water and were washing them. Boatmen sat in pastel
colored rowboats offering rides across the river. I passed
two huge row boats being constructed along the shore
and sacred places with marigold offerings. In one spot a
cluster of stone lingum by the water’s edge were visited
occasionally by men in loin clothes. And a man dressed
in a loin cloth and turban sat still on the beach in front of
a large informally built shrine structure.
Near a huge stacks of wood piled up along the wall of
the ghat I turned and saw a man carrying something in
his arms wrapped in cloth making his way to the water’s edge with another man carrying a stone. A short
young man appeared next to me and cautioned me not
to photograph the pile of wood or the man because I was
in the area of the crematorium and photographs are not
allowed. My informant said that the man sitting in front
of the large shrine I mentioned before, sits there all day.
Local people bring him food and water. He also said that
the man with the bundle was carrying his dead child and
had come to the Ganges to bury him. Deceased infants,
pregnant women, lepers and people who die from snake
bites cannot be cremated but must be wrapped in cloth,
tied to a big rock or stone, taken to the middle of the
Ganges and dumped into the river.
He explained that it takes about 350 kilos of wood to
cremate a body and cremation takes about three hours.
He also said that only men in the family come to the
water’s edge to do this ceremony because women get too
emotional. Before cremation happens the family must
go to a government office and get a paper authenticating the death which they then give to the owner of the
crematorium. Then the ceremony can proceed. After the
cremation often the family go to small restaurants in the
neighborhood for snacks and sweets.

The Ganges

A man whose head was newly shaved, was wrapped in
diaphanous white cloth walking toward us. My informant said that this man is a family member who has
been appointed to light the cremation fire. At the cremation site I saw half a dozen large piles of wood ablaze.
The air was full of smoke. After the fire is extinguished,
all of the ashes from the wood and body are dumped into
the Ganges. This site is one of two large official cremation sites along the Ganges. The other is about half a mile
away north along the river. People from all over India
come to Varanasi to do burial ritual.
My informant had originally said that he was the son of
the man who owned the crematorium. However, later he
said that he represented a sari shop and did I want to see
some. No matter what people on the street say they do, in
the end they usually are selling something, saris, massages, boat rides, places to stay.
I finally went up the steps of a large ghat and headed in
to the city. This day is the Sunday before Deepevali, the
festival of lights. On Tuesday, people will light candles, in
their home and throughout the city, eat special food and
gamble after dinner. Traditionally, people shop for new
clothes for this day and also must buy a new pot for their
kitchen. So, the streets were impassible. I have never seen
so much traffic.
I saw a line of people that started near the steps of the
ghat and continued for about half a mile waiting to enter
a temple. Walking was impossible because of the density
of motorcycles, cars, people and buffalos. The combination of honking, dust, and fatigue finally got to me and,
reluctantly I turned back and went home.
Nita, Nandini and I went to see a new film about the
fight between the police and the Naxalites, a Maoist
group aggressively fighting for land reform in India.
Arundati Roi wrote a book about her experiences living
with the Naxalites. While this film was a formulaic action
thriller, brings the subject of the Naxalite conflict to the
attention of the international community.
I am becoming aware of the niche occupations that
people invent in order to survive. Along the road I saw
an ear cleaner cleaning the ears of a young boy. An old
man repaired rickshaws on a curb. Another had an air
pump and fixed and inflated tires. Young children sell
flowers for ceremony. The longer I am here the better I
understand the challenges of survival.

Monday, Nov. 12th:
The paper had an article about the high and growing rate
of traffic fatalities, and recommended that red and green
crossing lights be installed. However, here in Varanasi,
getting the buffalo to obey them will be a problem. Such
a system will completely change the way of life here,
since animals seem to partially exist on the garbage
which people dump in the streets. So, if the streets are
cleared of the animals someone will have to feed them.
This morning was a bust in terms of research. But early
this afternoon Vandana and I managed to meet Nishat
Ali, owner of an embroidery factory in the Shivala district who I met in a rickshaw the other night. He showed
us a factory of men working at stitching shiny plastic
beads onto fabric for women’s clothing. They work ten
hours a day, seven days a week and earn 250 rupees per
day (about $5.00). He also took us to a thread cutting
factory where excess thread is cut off the back of 5,000
meters of fabric a day by giant machines. By hand a person can cut threads from about four meters a day.
In a room inside a small courtyard a young woman age
23 was sitting on the floor stitching sparkles onto fabric
for women’s garments stretched onto a wooden frame.
She earns 150 rupees for six hours a day which she does
after cleaning the house and cooking. When I first
walked into this room I could barely see, the light was
so dim. In this one room about 5’ x 10’ was also a small
table serving as a kitchen and a board serving as a bed
for the family of four. In the next room, about 4’ x 8’,
the floor was completely bare except for a pet rabbit in
the corner. Along three walls were pots and pans, a few
jars of grains, some boxes and a board leaning against
one wall, which became the bed for a family of four at
night. In the courtyard was a water pump. The first time I
entered living spaces this small I was shocked. Now I am
getting used to seeing this level of poverty.
We returned to Nirman and at 4:00 p.m. Sharif Ansari,
the head of the weavers union, and his son arrived and
we talked until 5:45 p.m. Sharif is a slight dark man
with an eagle like beak of a nose and penetrating eyes.
He talked at length about the history of the struggles of
Varanasi weavers and how they are in such bad straights
that many are committing suicide. Alas, most of the
interview was in Hindu and so I will have to get it transcribed in order to clearly communicate the full text of
this interview. But, basically, it appears that the government has been no help to the weavers in mandating
living wages and in recent years the system of middle
men has interrupted the direct relationship that the

Embroidery in the Shivala district

weavers and master weavers had with sari sellers. This
has resulted in the weavers making slave wages ($60 $80 per month). So, Sharif is calling a meeting of weavers to hammer out a platform of demands. I asked if he
could show me around his weaving community near
Sarnath (where Buddha gave his first public lecture
under the Banyon Tree), and so tomorrow at 10:00 a.m.
he will come to give me a tour. So, it turned out to be a
productive day.
It is Deepdevali eve and the sound of fireworks punctuate the air about every 30 seconds. Buildings are draped
in colored lights, children are setting off sparklers and
the shops in Lanka are brightly lit and packed with
people buying clothes, pots, Deepdevali sweets, earthenware pots and candles, statues of goddesses and geneshas
and garlands of marigolds and fake flowers. Somewhere
someone is blasting songs on their boom box. This holiday is India’s Christmas. Tomorrow night and the whole
next day, people will celebrate and the city will glow with
candle light, especially at night.

Automated thread cutting factory in Shivala district

Tuesday, November 13th
From 1:00 – 3:00 a.m. people were singing in the streets
to the sound of tablas or whatever they have to bang
on. Then about 3:00 a.m. there was cheering, honking
and then finally quiet. So I didn’t get much sleep. But,
the singing was vibrant and quite wonderful. Suvash,
the young man who works in the Nirman café, said that
this singing happens every year. People pour out of their
homes and sing together on the night before Deepdevali.
However, Nita had never heard of this singing tradition,
did not know it was happening and categorized it as folk
or village tradition that is not main stream in India.
I was to meet Ansari at 10:00 a.m. by the Nirman gate.
I waited until 10:50 a.m. and finally he arrived. I’m so
glad I waited because he took me on an hour ride to his
village, Sarai Mohanna, north of Varanasi on the outskirts of Sarnath. He and his father wanted to show me
the problems which weavers confront today, a wonderful
and grueling four hour tour of several weaving villages
inhabited by both Muslim and Hindu weavers.
I must say that the beauty of the place belied the hardships that the people endure. Herds of black buffalo
grazed along the verdant banks of a Ganges tributary.
In this village there were stand alone red brick houses
and large entrance courtyards with large rectangular
rope beds where families could rest. Between the houses
were open fields or brick walled gardens. Children
and unfettered animals roamed freely in a vehicle free
environment. This village was quiet, away from honking
vehicles, with the most common sound being of weaving
machines coming from almost every house. The minute
I pulled out my camera here, as everywhere, I was immediately followed by packs of children who mimicked
my English and wanted to be photographed. I was in
love with this place. And I knew that this was a problem,
because conditions here are dire.
I was taken to many homes to see weaving and embroidery facilities. Multiple families, each with five or more
children (often 10 – 12 children) live in each house with
each family occupying one small room in which they
cook and sleep and in which often women and children
embroider saris or cut excess thread from the back of
yardage. I often saw all the women and girls in a family on the floor bent over armatures of stretched fabric
where they embroidered or cut threads all day long.
These rooms are usually upstairs. They can cut threads
from about four meters of fabric a day, depending on the
complexity of the design. (However, in another part of
Varanasi I saw machines which can cut threads off 5,000
meters of fabric a day.) On the bottom floor is a room or

two filled with looms, either handlooms or electric looms
usually operated by men, although I did see one woman
operating a loom. The power intermittently went off
and so sometimes I could photograph the electric looms
operating and sometimes I could not. There is little
education available for the children here and so they
start learning to weave or embroider as soon as they are
able. On the surface, adults and children looked happy
and well fed. Younger children looked after babies and
because they live collectively whoever is available does
this job. So, I needed to understand that there is almost
no literacy here and no way out of this cycle of slave-like
working conditions. Again and again it was repeated that
no one is paid a living wage and that the only way people
here can survive is to live in family collectives and pool
their resources.
In these villages the people own their own looms. Power
looms cost 1 lakh (100,000 rupees or approximately
$2,000) and some families had one or more of them.
When a weaver owns his own loom, he has the freedom
to call his own work hours and can stop working at his
own discretion. However, people who do not own their
own looms and must weave in the shops of master weavers and so must keep working. Thus, the fact that there
is private ownership of looms in this village is an advantage.
The trend here is to upgrade from hand looms to power
looms when a person has the resources. The master
weaver supplies the materials to make the saris, so the
only money that weavers can make is through their
physical work of weaving. Master weavers sell to middle
men who sell to stores and in this chain everyone makes
a profit with the stores and international sellers making
the most profit and the people doing the actual labor
barely able to survive on an individual salary.
I was also shown weaving factories with electric looms
producing bolts of fabric designed on computers by
uneducated people who are self taught in both computer
technology and design. And I saw factories producing
magnificent silk saris that were designed by these formally uneducated people.
The government does not improve the infrastructure
of these villages. Electricity is intermittent. There are
pools of standing water and malaria and dengue fever
are severe problems. In addition, threads being hand cut
off yardage were piled up in a huge dump in one area of
the village and I feared that the thread dust could cause
respiratory problems. Every very attempt by the govern
ment to help the weavers improve their conditions has

November 13 (continued)
failed because these attempts are ill conceived. Beneath
the veneer of this idyllic village are severe problems.
I was driven around three villages and visited dozens of
home/work spaces. We passed much poorer areas where
homes consisted of single tiny rooms that were constructed like row houses on the side of the road. By the
time I needed to go home I was exhausted but happy that
I had the opportunity to come here.
Sharif said that in recent times the signs on the shops of
sari sellers have changed to read ‘sari sellers and weavers.’
This change means that they don’t have to pay taxes to
the government, an added way that they make money.
Sharif has threatened that if the weavers cannot improve
their conditions he wants them to strike. However, the
problem is that the sellers of saris have also started owning automated weaving facilities and so I fear that if these
poor weavers strike they don’t have the leverage to force
their demands on anyone, unless the government steps
in and helps them.

Sarai Mohanna weaving village near Sarnath

November 13th, (continued)
I arrived home in time for the Deepdevali puja at
Nirman consisting of blessing of things we treasure
on an alter with statues of Lakshmi and Genesha,
flowers, candles and sweets. We lit oil burning clay
pots and placed them around Nirman. Finally, we lit
sparklers and then a few fire works. Then we went
upstairs and played a card game which included
gambling which was lots of fun. And finally, about
9:00 p.m. we had a dinner of puri, rice, vegetables
and dahl, ending with milk/sugar/lental sweets.
Throughout dinner fire works went off in buildings in the neighborhood. I finally went to be about
10:00 p.m. However, fire works and fire crackers were
ignited all night, so again I didn’t get much sleep. It
sounded like a war zone. While the government does
not put on a display, private people all over the city
do.

Deepdevali puja

Wednesday, Nov. 14:
Another sleepless night with firecrackers going off all
night. About 11:30 a.m. Nita, Nandini and I went to a
Bengali Deepdevali Puja for the goddess Kali. It was
held in the home of Arunav Bose, a very nice man who
works in the office of Nirman. He and his wife and child
live with his parents in a building that was cooperatively
purchased some years ago with his sister and her family
and two other families. There are two floors and a shared
rooftop space with a central air shaft connecting all
levels. Each family owns half a floor. Thus, they each have
two small rooms and a outer space for cooking. The puja
(ceremony) was held in the small bedroom of an uncle
who also lives with the family whose room opens onto
the street.
We were invited into the uncle’s room where a large
statue of a black faced Kali with her red tongue sticking out was adorned with flowers and skulls of people
she has killed. She was holding the green head of someone she had just killed whose blood was dripping into
and overflowing from the mouth of a huge rat. She was
stepping on the body of Shiva who she has power over.
She was sticking her tongue out because her foot was
touching another being which is forbidden. On the floor
were overflowing trays of fresh and dried fruits, nuts and
sweets and each visitor was handed a little bowl of them
selected by the uncle to enjoy during the puja. There was
a conch shell that he blew periodically (but not while we
were there), a bell, and sweets which visitors brought as
gifts.
We sat on colorful fabric covering the floor and the uncle
talked with us about the puja and about its meaning to
his family. Earlier in the family history they did not do
this ceremony. However, at one point they went through
some difficult times and so did a puja which they felt
helped them and so they have annually done this ceremony since then.
Arunav then took us to the roof to see traditional Bengali
cooking. The biggest pots I have ever seen were filled
with cut up vegetables and cauliflower pieces were frying
in a huge frying pan. Every year each family in the house
invites 125 people for dinner and so later in the day they
were expecting 500 people for dinner.
When we went down stairs we were ushered into the
bedroom of Arunav where there were three plates of food
on the floor, one for each of us. Each plate had seven
types of foods on it starting with cooked radish greens,

Bengali

and various kinds of cooked vegetables, an orange scoop
of chutney and a big pile of rice. We were also served a
small dish with a succulent piece of fish. We were supposed to eat these foods in the order in which they were
placed on the dish ending with the fish. For dessert we
were served wonderful rice pudding with fruits and nuts.
Then we were given a tour of the neighborhood to see
other Kali pujas, more public ones in which the statue of
Kali was enormous. I had never anticipated such a rich
experience.

Wednesday, November 14 (continued)
Next, we went the Muslim weaving area of Varanasi
near Madanpura and found a man willing to talk
with us. He brought us to his home and ushered us
into a downstairs living room appointed only with a
quilt and cushions on the floor. We spoke with one
of six sons who own a trim and sari wholesale business and sell all over India. They had been weavers
but shifted into the trim business because it was
much more lucrative.
The son we spoke with has a Ph.d in the Urdu
language. He told us about the cemeteries in the
neighborhood. Each family, which implies a huge
extended family, has a plot of land on which family
members are buried. Adjacent to each plot lives a
person, paid by the family, who maintains the plot.
In the Muslim tradition graves are unmarked and
consist of a hole in the ground in which a wrapped
body is placed, then a board, and then the dirt that
was in the hole. If the plot gets too full, after six
months, another body can be buried in the same
spot. These plots look like softly rolling hills of
mounds often overgrown with plants and children
often play here.
Then we visited a weaving factory in Madanpura
and a digital embroidery factory in which a dark
very long room was filled with a single electronic
embroidery machine at the end of which is a computer screen. A young boy oversaw the operation
and maintenance of the machine, often climbing
on it to repair threads. Fabric from a bolt the entire
length of the machine inched its way forward to be
embroidered by several dozen automated embroidery needles controlled by the computer. In prior
times this room would have been the site of hand
loom weaving. A single young boy attended the machines to make sure that the embroidery heads were
properly threaded.
As we wondered through the streets we came upon
an old sign announcing a massive meeting in late
October protesting the highly inflammatory antiMuslim film purportedly distributed via mass media
in the United States. In fact, this film was made by
a man of Saudi ori gin who had a prison record. He
was recently given a

prison sentence of one year for distributing such
misrepresentations. However, the Muslim world believes that the U.S. government distributed this film
and this has inflamed anti-U.S. sentiment in many
places. In spite of this, I have personally experienced
negative response to me by only one person during my stay. This may be because most Muslims are
peacemakers. How they really feel I’ll never know
but they treated me with kindness and respect wherever I went.
We then went to Jamia Salfid, a Wahhabi oriented
Arabic studies school for boys and young men from
5th grade through BA and MA programs. In India
about 85% of Muslims identify as Barelvis, a peace
loving group. Wahhabis are the radical sect of Muslims.
About 700 students from all over India live and
study in this school and all tuition, books, clothing
and room and board are free. I was told that it was
impolite for me to ask where the funding comes
from. I asked how Arabic studies has changed in
recent years and the principal said that it had not
changed which indicated to me that education there
was out of date.
The campus is huge and built in monumental Islamic style architectural style with beautiful continuous patterns integrated into the masonry and
minaret type structures adorning the tops of many
of the brilliantwhite buildings. In the central courtyard boys in white kultas and long skirts were playing soccer or badminton. The library was filled with
students silently studying who did not look up from
their books as we toured.
I went home and organized my photos.

Automated computer controlled embroidery machines

Jamia Salfid

Thursday, November 15th:
We got very little research done today, which was very
frustrating to me. We finally set out at 1:30 p.m. losing all
the morning and half the afternoon. After an hour ride
we finally got to an area called Jaitpura which is one of
the poorest places I have been. On either side of the main
street are tiny businesses, many of which service the
weaving community. While there are a few stores selling
loom parts in other neighborhoods, it is here that the rest
of the Banaras weaving community comes for their supplies for looms and other weaving equipment.
I felt like I was in a 19th century surrealist dream, with
horse drawn carts carrying vegetables on dusty unpaved
streets and lots of dirty kids. And the din was ever present. A wedding procession passed by. The groom looking
like a sultan was riding a horse to his wedding with men
of all ages in white kultas and skull caps preceding and
following him.
We did manage to go to a zari thread factory and saw
how the silver, gold and copper thread used in upscale
saris is manufactured. Very thin thread of silver, gold or
copper is twisted onto very thin thread made of cotton,
silk or polyester via a long machine winding dozens of
spools of thread at the same time. The silver thread is
made of thin silver wire passed 40 times through a machine to get it thin enough and then run through another
machine to flatten it and then then wound onto spools.
We then found two Jacquard punch card makers sitting
on the ground in a little stall who were using a computer
generated design as a pattern for their cards. They sit
hunched over all day doing this kind of work and the
contrast between the digital images and physical labor
involved in generating each card was like a collision of
cultures.
Down the same street some men were bleaching and dying yarn in an open air stall.
We ended up in the salon of a family of sari designers,
weavers and distributors who believe that their family
dates back 1,000 years to an area in Azerbaijan. They
also believe that their family has been in Banaras for 300
years, coming by way of Gujerat via Mau. They showed
us the system of weaving designs that predates Jacquard
method from the 18th century. Today the father and son
work together in a sari designing and weaving business.
We had to cut our visit short because they had to go to a
wedding but we will be talking with them again.

Jaitpura

However, because we had no time, we never got to visit
the workshops of poor weavers, even though this area is
the poorest. I am hopeful that we can come back again.
We ended the day by going to the Chowk, a fascinating
section of Varanasi consisting of labyrinths of tiny streets,
each dedicated to a separate kind of material, metal artwork, jute, paper, statues, sweets, etc.
On this walk we passed a restaurant serving people who
had just returned from a cremation. They were eating
small bowls of curried potatoes and there was a large case
with milk sweets in front of the restaurant by the sidewalk. We ended the day by going to an upscale restaurant
to celebrate Nandini’s birthday.

Jacquard card puncher with computerized design

Zari thread winder

Friday, November 16th: Also see Saturday, October 20
I spent the whole day in the home and workshop of
Waseem Akhtar and his wife Baby Sultana, a place I
visited before on this trip and also visited the last time
I came to India in 2010. I wanted to better understand
what a typical day is like for the whole family,h a weaving family. I arrived a little early, in time to see the three
youngest children, Sibgatullah, age 5, Gulnaz, age 12 in
7th grade and Azim, age 14 in 9th grade, leave for school
at Nirman. Azim explained that they get up late about
7:00 a.m. Daughter Gulistan, age 14, was not able to go
to Nirman because she was too old when the opportunity to study there was made available and now stays at
home cooking for the family, doing chores, like sweeping
and sewing trim onto saris. When I arrived Baby Sultana
insisted that I have a cup of tea and a wonderful pancake
made of ground bean and wheat flour filled with onions
and flavored with fennel.
Then things settled down and everyone went to work.
Waseem’s family lives with his brother and his family. They seem to have parallel but separate lives. His
brother’s boys weave on the three family looms and his
girls prepare every aspect of the thread, winding skeins
of freshly dyed thread, sending it out to be processed,
spinning it onto spools for weaving and sewing trim onto
saris. The girls also cook lunch and dinner. His children
went to medrasas, religious schools in the neighborhood
until 8th grade and then returned home to help with the
family business. After 8th grade they all returned home
to work full time.
Waseem used to be a weaver. However, two years ago he
made the decision to go exclusively into the trim sewing
business which he found more lucrative. This reflected
the changing fashion for more elaborate saris. So, from
about 8:15 a.m. until he went to the mosque at 1:00 p.m.
Waseem cut trim fabric so that his wife could sew it onto
saris. He cut it outside on the long thin walkway dividing
the small rooms on the left and right. Baby Sultana sewed
from 8:15 a.m. until I left at 5:45 p.m. in a tiny room not
larger than 5’x6’x5’ which doubled as the bedroom for
her and Waseem at night. Gulistan swept the walkway
and kitchen, cooked lunch and then sewed trim in the
kitchen all afternoon. This room, about 5’ x 8’ x 7’, also
serves as the bedroom for Waseem’s two boys and two
girls. The family works this way seven days a week.
The spinners of thread were from Waseem brother’s family since they are the weavers. However, Gulistan needed
thread spun onto a bobbin for her sewing machine and
the daughter from the other family did it for her. So,
whenever the need arises, the families cooperate.

Friday, November 16th (continued)
The long weaving room is in the back of this complex. All
morning long Waseem’s brother’s sons wove intermittently. Three windows open onto the street and throughout
the day men and boys stopped to visit with the weavers.
Periodically, the call to prayers came wafting through.
I spent many hours trying to figure out how the looms
with the Jacquard system worked and observed the
sensitivity it takes to accomplish these perfect weavings.
Weavers must operate both their hands and feet throughout the weaving process. They sit on the floor with a hole
in the dirt where their feet operate long bamboo poles.
The outer poles are connected to the Jacquard machines
while the interior poles operate a series of six horizontal sticks holding the warp threads that either go up or
down. It takes a whole day to string a loom and this family does it themselves. Throughout the day the weavers
stay vigilant of breaking warp or weft thread and frequently stop to repair them. At the foot of the loom is a
long roll holding the warp threads that is supplied by the
master weaver. This role has warp threads for as many
saris as the master weaver wants made using the specific
Jacquard cards he has provided. So, this roll can have one
sari’s worth or 10 sari’s worth of warp thread. The master
weaver gets orders from sari sellers, and then provides
thread for the job, the Jacquard cards, and finally has
the sari polished with starch, before taking it to the store
for sale. In this particular shop the master weaver pays
the weavers when he picks up finished saris. However,
in other places the system works on credit in which the
weaver doesn’t get paid until the store sells the sari. This
credit system causes a lot of problems since the weavers
aren’t paid until the saris sell and they are dependent on
the honesty of the store owner and master weaver.
In this shop saris sell to the master weaver for about
1,800 – 2,000 rupees. The master weaver does the functions described above and then sells it to the store for
about 4,000 rupees. The store sells it for about 6,000 R. In
this system the person who makes the least is the weaver.
The weaver weaves both the border pattern, determined
by one set of jacard cards and the center pattern, determined by another set of cards. Periodically the weaver
gets up and slightly turns the long roll of warp threads
at the foot of the weaving machine and then adjusts the
weft threads. And sometimes one of the young brothers
comes in, takes a mouth full of water and then sprays
the warp threads with water. This is because the threads
are getting too loose. The water functions to shrink the
threads a little. I was impressed by the complexity of this
process and the subtle knowledge that the weavers

employ to accomplish the magnificent saris they weave.
When a design is very complex a young child, sister or
wife sometimes sits with the weaver and helps shuttle
some of the bobbins. When a design is very complex a
young child, sister or wife sometimes sits with the weaver
and helps shuttle some of the bobbins.
Lunch was about 2:00 p.m. and consisted of rice with
dahl and fresh onions. After a brief rest people went
back to work. The brother’s kitchen served as the resting place and T.V. room for his family. However, I never
saw Waseem’s family, except for his boy, age 5, go into
it. Throughout the afternoon the girls in that room were
sewing and/or cooking while watching ballywood films.
Azim and Gulnaz returned home from school about 4:00
p.m. and I was able to speak with Azim about the history
of his family. He will help me talk with his mother and
father on Sunday morning when I return. There was a
call to prayers about 4:00 p.m. and Waseem again put on
his white kulta and skull camp and went to the mosque.
One daughter covered herself in a sari and sat outside
praying. Another put down a prayer mat in the dying
room and prayed.
I left about 5:45 p.m. Ramish and his girls had returned
from their village and so I bought Bengali rolls for his
family and he cooked eggplants and vegetables and we
ate together. I listened to Amy Goodman on “Democracy
Now” before going to bed.
Saturday, November 17th:
Once again Nita cancelled our trip.
Sunday, November 18th:
Very intense day. First I went to Waseem Akthar’s house
in Kojwa to interview him and his wife Baby Sultana. His
son, Azim, age 14, who speaks English, was there and
could translate. I got there at 9:00 a.m. and was ushered
into the kitchen/bedroom where the oldest daughter and
Baby Sultana put out a breakfast spread, including a savory chicken dish and a tomato vegetable dish, chapatis,
rice, tomatoes and cucumbers which I had brought, and
a sweet which looked like dough pretzels in sugar sauce,
ending with chai.
I wanted to better understand their lives, especially Baby
Sultana’s. She did not speak the last time I tried to interview her, but this time she seemed more talkative. She is
35 and Waseem is 40. She has lived in this neighborhood

her whole life. Her mother and father had eight children,
six boys and two girls. All of the boys went to school, but
the girls did not because girls are not allowed to go alone
to school on the street and there was no one to take her
to school. So, she spent her childhood at home helping
with chores and weaving, leaving on rare occasions to
only go to relatives. Her grandfather taught her Arabic
so that she could read the Koran and she taught herself
Urdu and Hindi well enough to be able to read the news
paper.
She had seen Waseem in the neighborhood while growing up and so slightly knew him when his parents
selected her to be his wife. She could have said ‘no’ and
so her parents would have had to find someone else. But,
she agreed. So, now she lives her present life in the walled
cluster of small buildings that was Waseem’s father’s
home and now is shared by Waseem and his brother’s
family. Women are not allowed to purchase food at the
market. However, when she needs to buy things for the
kitchen or family, like clothing, she puts on her berka and
goes to a special street where Muslim women shop.
During her childhood her family was poor. Her father
was able to support them through weaving. In that generation it was not typical for women to work at anything
other than housework and childcare. However, today,
because things have become so expensive she must
work, which she has done for the last six years since her
younger children began going to school. However, I need
to find out whether the labor of her brothers contributed
significantly to the family income when she was growing
up. She and Waseem made the decision to have only five
children because of the decline in the economy. However, in making this decision, they limited the number of
people who could contribute to the family income.
The second oldest daughter, who I have never seen, went
to live with Baby Sultana’s parents when she was five
years old, and has lived there ever since. She was sent to
live with her grandparents to help them, because there
were no other females living there and the boys were in
school. This daughter never went to school.
Waseem and Baby Sultana are actively looking for a
husband for their oldest daughter. Waseem does not
have a bank account or credit card. He takes care of all
of his transactions with cash. He had a bank account
but because he did not use it for three years, due to lack
of money, the bank closed it. He wants to open another
account so that he can begin to save. He will need a lot of
money if he wants to pay for his daughter’s wedding.

Sunday, November 18th (continued)
While payment for woven saris is given to his brother in
cash when the master weaver picks up the saris, Wasim
operates in a credit system in which he gives the master
weaver the trimmed saris, the master weaver then gives
them to the sari seller and when the seller sells the saris,
he pays the master weaver who then pays Wasim. This
system usually takes about three months for Wasim to
get paid. He had to have enough money to survive those
three months. However, now the flow of money is regular
and predictable. Wasim also functions as an intermediary, hiring others to sew trim for him to make extra
money.
I asked their daughter Gulnaz, age 12, whether she is
allowed to go to the market to buy food. She said that as
a girl she is not allowed. I asked her how she feels about
having to wear a berka when she is 16. She said that she
feels sad.
I will return on Monday at 4:30 p.m. to go with Wasim
to Madenpura when he delivers trimmed saris to the
master weaver. I have never seen this step in the process.

Weaving, trim cutting and sewing of Waseem Akhtar and his brother’s family

Dye maker

Wood worker

Stone sculptors

Sunday, November 18th (continued)
In the afternoon Nita and I went to Adampura, in the
north of the city, to see the oldest mosque which dates
in the 12th century and another mosque which was
the site of riots between Muslims and Hindus in the
19th century. Because it is a historic site, it is heavily
guarded by police who are there around the clock. This
was true of Muslim or Hindu heritage sites throughout
the city. I always knew I was near one because of the
intense police presence.
We also saw the building of Tazia which are colorful
portable buildings made of sticks and colorful paper
which become part of the Muslim festival Muharram
which will happen on November 25th. People spend
the better part of a year constructing these paper and
wood structures which will be carried through the
streets during this commemoration.

people reached out to touch him. This ritual was the
beginning of a parade which will take place throughout
the night in which the horse is walked through neighborhoods. People along the way will touch it, feed it
and give it water. The parade was led by men carrying
very high poles with garlands of flowers. In addition, a
an instrument sounding like a bagpipe is played with
drums.
Before the parade began men formed a circle in the
street and started singing a chant and beating their
chests. This went on for quite a while, with the women
in berkas came out of their section and watched. Then
the procession started throughout the city. At that
point we left.

We then went to an annual ritual that I call the White
Horse ritual, part of a 10 day mourning of Muharram,
held at an English language K-12 school. This ritual
is held to mourn the death of Hussain, the son-in-law
of Mohamad who died of thirst with his horse on the
battlefield. It is believed that this became the divide
that ultimately manifested itself as Sunnis and Shias,
those who wanted to have him lead after Muhammad
and those who did not. This particular ritual is Shia so
that they can repent for the martyrdom of Hussain and
his horse. The story is that Hussain and his horse were
wounded in battle and the Shias denied them water so
they both died of thirst. The weavers I subsequently
spoke with are all Sunnis and so do not participate in
the public self-flagellation that is part of this ritual.
However, they do eat the sweets associated with it and
walk in a separate parade.
The streets were full of men. The women in berkas had
collected in a section of the school yard behind a wall.
We walked through an arched entrance in the men’s
section and were invited to sit on a bench in the garden. About fifty men were sitting under a covered patio
where one at a time they rose to recite poetry, speak, or
sing the praises of this son-in-law Hussain. In a room
to their left a replica of the shrine for Hussain was on
view for three months during the year.
Behind us in the garden was a green sheet. When the
recitations stopped, the green sheet was lifted to reveal
a huge white horse covered in a sheet with red paint
and flowers to symbolize the martyrdom of Hussain.
As the horse was slowly led toward the entrance,
Tazia in construction

Mohorram

Monday, November 19th:

Waseem Akhtar taking sewen saris to middle man and getting more trim fabric.

I had heard that tens of thousands of people had collected at the banks of the Ganges for a blessing ritual for the
sun, so I went to Assi Ghat to try to see it. However, there
were very few people there. I learned that their ritual
would be from 3:00 – 7:00 p.m. However, at that time
I needed to photograph Waseem Akhtar and so would
have to miss it. However, there would be a final dawn
ritual on Tuesday morning at sunrise from 5:00 – 6:20
a.m. so I planned to go to that.

home made potato chips, peanuts that they toasted in
sand in a wok, something like dim sum with mystery
meat in them, and puffy shells drowned in savory bean
sauce which were served in disposable dishes made from
pressed leaves. There was little indication that thousands
of people had crowded this area two hours before or that
the next morning at dawn this would happen again. I
decided to get up at 4:00 a.m. the next morning to see
this puja (ritual).

I had learned that Tibetan refugees from northern India
and Nepal had come south to Varanasi for the winter and
had set up booths to sell their things in order to survive.
So I went to this area and purchased a few scarves.

I opted to walk home along a narrow lane near the Ganges, on the way getting my favorite Bengali roll, passing
tiny neighborhood shops selling sweets, notions, batteries for electronic devices, tea. A woman washed her
clothes at a public water pump, drivers napped in their
rickshaws by the side of the road, a man ushered his huge
cow out of his gate to wander the streets.

Later in the afternoon I went to Waseem’s house to photograph one last step in his process, his interactions with
the master weaver, who lived and worked in Madanpura.
His business card read A. Masjood, A. R. & Sons, Manufacturer of Exclusive Fancy Banarasi Sarees. Before this
interaction, Waseem delivered some trim and saris on his
bicycle to another location so that they could sew them.
He does this every day.
The master weaver refused to be photographed, claiming
that it is against his religion. The building we were in was
his home that he shares with his two brothers and their
families. This building was owned by his grandfather
and father who were also sari selling middleman. The
grandsons have expanded the business and today they
sell throughout India. We talked about the joy of living in
extended family units and how this system has devolved
to a single family system in the United States.
Every day Waseem comes here to pick up 100 meters of
material for 16 saris. Every day he cuts this material and
his wife and daughter sew it. He transports the material
on a bicycle from Madanpura to Khojwa, his home.
After returning home from Madanpura, I decided to go
to Assi ghat where tens of thousands of mainly women
had come for Chhath Puja to make an offering to the sun
god. While I had missed the afternoon event I wanted to
see what was happening in the evening. Groups of people
with their baskets of fruits and candles had collected on
the steps of the ghat where they camped for the night. A
man in silk harem-like pants and blouse conducted a fire
and candle ritual at the edge of the sand accompanied by
bells played by two people. A carnival-like atmosphere
prevailed with a huge inflatable house for children to
jump in, a provincial farris wheel and kiddy car ride and
hawkers of balloons and children’s toys. People sold

In the middle of the night I realized that I had made a
tactical error. The gate at Nirman is locked until 8:00
a.m. so I was locked in and could not go to the Ganges to
see the ritual. I was frustrated with myself for my lack of
foresight. The paper the next morning indicated that 14
were feared dead, killed in the stampede of people offering prayers to the setting Sun in another city.
Tuesday, November 20th:
Lost day. Nita cancelled our trip.

Chhath Puja

Wednesday, November 21st:
Nita and I went to the Weaving Institute, a government
agency whose mandate is to preserve knowledge of ancienet handloom weaving techniques. There are 25 such
centers around India. We drove into a huge garden scattered with decaying hundred year old cream colored concrete buildings built by the British surrounded by banyon
trees, blooming bougainviliae and gardens of roses.
The Institute is divided into two areas, weaving institute
which has three sections, designing, dying and weaving and the scientific institute where students learn dye
chemistry. Students design using graph paper instead of
computers when making designs. In the dying section
students learn about acid- free synthetic dyes which were
developed in Sweden and brought by the British to India
over 150 years ago. They do not learn about making dyes
from natural materials. In the weaving section students
learn about weaving techniques employed over 400 years
ago as well as more contemporary handloom weaving
techniques that are 150 years old. I felt like I had been
transported back into the 19th century.
In the scientific institute students learn how to make
every dye color possible and study environmental chemistry to determine which dyes are toxic. The government
has eliminated 140 dyes from the thousands of dyes
made because they produce bladder cancer. In the weaving institute students learned to use an ancient punch
card machine that seemed more efficient than the way
the cards are made today by young men sitting on the
ground and using computer printouts as patterns, punching every hole by hand.
On my way back to Nirman traffic was backed up and
police were at every major intersection. A parade of men
and women which looked like a wedding procession was
followed by a man riding an elephant, a wagon carrying
boom boxes blasting Bollywood dance music, and older
women carrying flowers and candles.
I went home and took a nap. Everyone here, including
me, seems to have developed a cough. I think it is from
the dust and fumes. In the evening we celebrated Nandini’s birthday with a dinner at Nita’s to which about twelve
people were invited. We were challenged to bring a poem
or piece of literature to read to the group. It turned out
to be a wonderful group of top musicians, art teachers,
architects and theater people who often read their own
writing. A woman and her daughter sang while their
tabla playing husband/father created an accompanying cadence using two water bottles, two glasses and the
table. My liability was that I couldn’t understand any of it.

Weaving Institute

Weaving Institute

Thursday, November 22nd:
In the morning Vandana and I tried to go to two girls
schools in Madanpura without success because the administrators would not let us in. In the afternoon I baked
an apple crumble with the students from Kalamazoo for
our Thanksgiving dinner.
In the evening Nita and I went to Tanya’s (Jaiya Krishnan’s bride’s) condo for a pre-wedding party at which all
of the women in both families celebrated with Tanya.
The condo complex where they live was covered with
colorful lights, so we knew we had come to the right
place. We entered a room filled with women dressed in
sparkling saris, sitting on the floor singing and clapping.
Tanya spent the evening getting a complex henna design
painted on her arm. Children started the evening by
dancing to Bollywood type music to entertain the guests.
Then, older women got up and danced, followed by a
paid performer who sang and danced traditional songs
accompanied by her son who played a drum. And finally,
Tanya’s father danced and then her mother led the group
in singing. We were served a plate full of fried savory and
sweet pastries followed by a dinner served on the roof of
spicy rice, savory garbanzo beans, several types of puri
and something like a big spicy potato chip. Tanya’s

Tanya’s pre-wedding celebration.

parents had hosted the party. Their family is particularly
good at dancing and both parents performed. Jai’s parents had come from Kerala and were more sedate. His
family is a wealthy a high level government family and
are quite politically powerful.

Tanya’s pre-wedding celebration.

Thursday, November 27th (continued)
We left and went to the Krishna Temple where Nandani
sang with two other women in a musical performance of
many musical groups. The temple reminded me of Mogul
architecture in Rajistan.

Friday, November 23rd:
This morning I prepared to go to Jai and Tanya’s wedding. It was held in a special garden for weddings in
an area called Sigra. When I arrived many men were
erecting a tent-like covering over half of the area and
the other half was ringed by tables which eventually
would have food on them. I had been told that 500 of
the closest friends and relatives of the bride would be
attending. The second part of the wedding celebration will be held in Kerala in a few days for 500 of
the groom’s family’s closest friends.
When I arrived Tanya was in a bedroom talking with
relatives who happened to come by. Her arms and
legs were covered with beautifully painted designs
in henna which had been applied last night. On her
palms had been painted symbols for she and her
husband and on her arm was painted a peacock and
a fish. Periodically, her mother would come in and
they would both start to cry because this is the day
that she formally cut her ties with her biological family and becomes a part of the groom’s family. So it is
an emotional day for her family.
About noon a puja began in a side room. On the
floor the priest had laid assorted things, candles, a
ceramic jug filled with water and capped with a leaf,
bowls of flowers, and a tray with tiny containers
filled with colorful powder. The women on the bride’s
side of the family attended this ceremony. The priest
chanted and went through a set of rituals which I
could only enjoy visually. His chanting reminded
me of the sound of Buddhist chanting I had heard
in Thailand. He also reminded me of my orthodox
Jewish rabbi grandfather. The ceremony ended when
plates made of dried pressed leaves were placed in
front of the bride and her immediate female relatives
and food was piled on to them. We were then invited
to go to another area and have lunch.
After we ate we were supposed to rest until the
evening festivities about 7:30 p.m. I talked with a fascinating young business student for a few hours and
then found a quiet room with a bed and rested until
about 6:30 p.m. By the time I had dressed guests had
started to arrive. The garden was now decked out
with crystal chandeliers, flowers, and tables bursting
with Indian appetisers, puff balls in sauce, cryspy
potatoes in yogurt, onion and bean sauce, hot sweet
milk with pestasios and cardamom.

I heard a band playing on the street and ran out in
time to see an apparition moving slowly down the
street. Over a dozen people surrounding a brass band
were wearing elaborate illuminated lights on their
heads. In front of them a man continuously ignited
fireworks and a huge sparkler which shot up about
20 feet. Behind this light apparition about 100 young
people where singing, shouting and dancing wildly
down the street. And behind them was the car with
the groom in it moving slowly toward the garden.
Traffic was blocked in both directions.
They finally got to the garden and after a lot of
fanfair, the groom emerged and walked passed the
costumed guards in turbans and through the garden
gate to an area were the priest had set a puja. Jaya
sat on the ground with his father-in-law, father and
the priest and went through a series of rituals which
symbolized the father of the bride transferring his
rights to her future husband. Then he moved into the
garden and made his way to the couch on the stage.
Tanya made her entrance and after walking down a
path strewn with rose pedals by two young girls, she
joined him on the couch on the stage.
Families slowly made their way to the stage to
congratulate the couple and bring them gifts. I
photographed everyone who to congratulate the
couple. This took until about 11:30 p.m. While this
was going on guests behind me were having dinner
in the garden. Finally, everyone except the immediate family left. Then the family sat down to a formal
midnight dinner in the garden.
When that was finished the wedding ceremony
began. It started about 12:30 a.m. which included gift
giving to Tanya by the groom’s family and the cutting
of the familial chord and lasted until about 5:30 a.m.
The bride and groom were suppose to leave together
after that. However, the bride and her family returned to the room where they had assembled in the
morning and cried for a long time. Finally, the bride
got up and after a round of hugs left with her husband.
The streets were empty with no sign of transportation anywhere, so Tanya’s uncle, the one who footed
the bill for the wedding, gave Nandini and I a ride
home.

Jai and Tanya’s wedding.

Saturday, November 24th
I got home from the wedding about 6:30 a.m. and
slept most of the day.
Sunday, November 25:
Suvash, the café attendant at Nirman, came by at 7:00
a.m. on his motor bike to take me to visit his family in
their village about half an hour from Nirman. As we got
farther away from the city the air quality got better until
we got to the village and I found that I didn’t cough. (I
have had a very bad cough for the last month). This is
a farming village of about 800 people, many of them
related, who support themselves mainly from agriculture.
Suvash’s family raises wheat, rice and mustard. Other
crops in the area are cauliflower, sugar cane and milk.
People were cutting up biomass from all of these crops
for the buffalo and cows. They make a little extra money
by sending the skins of deceased animals to the city for
furs and leather. Animal bones are buried in the ground
or burned to become fertilizer.

Funded by European countries, it covered a huge amount
of land and included beautifully built and maintained
buildings built since 1996. An Italian doctor, Dr. Moreno
Toldo, happened to arrive when we entered and he gave
us a mini-tour. I was ready to move in.
We returned to Varanasi by way of Ravidas Temple so
that I could see this testimony to one of India’s greatest
poets and social reformers. Ravidas had been born an
untouchable and a weaver and spent his life protesting
this degrading system.

We passed through a cluster of small red brick buildings
where people could purchase chickens, hardware type
items and some packaged foods. Suvash’s family lives in
a lovely one story red brick house by a very large pond
inhabited by many flocks of birds, including very large
white long legged birds which looked like cranes or herrons. His mother greeted us and Suvash showed me his
bedroom, which was large enough for a board for a bed
and little else. His sister came in with steaming cups of
tea and delicious fried crispy pancakes made with bean
flour, onions and what tasted like carroway seeds. We
then toured the complex which included the home of
his brother next door and the hundred year old brick
well built by his grandfather. Everywhere we went we
met more of his relatives, his grandfather, brothers and
their families, uncles, aunts, and a gaggle of children who
became our entourage as we walked to the fields.
The fields were rectangular areas divided by raised dirt
walls. Now the harvest was finished and so most of the
land was fallow. Along the way we saw men laying flexible plastic tubing across the fields and road. This is the
way that they can accomplish temporary irrigation. The
government had provided the village with a pump so the
farmers can irrigate when they need to.
We then rode to an NGO called Kiran which was a most
remarkable K-12 school, handicraft and prosthesis and
treatment center for children with physical disabilities.

Suvash and his father in their village.

Sunday, November 25th (continued)
About 1:30 p.m. I went to Madanpura in a cycle rickshaw
to visit Mahmood Ahman and his family. He and Ummahani took me to the street celebration of Moharram. I
had already seen the beginning event that included honoring the white horse last week. The parade today was
the last in a series of ten day events related to Moharram.
Streets were packed with men either participating in
the parade or watching it from every available step or
rooftop. Shias wore black and marched down the street
carrying a recreation of a mosque. Some of the men were
shirtless and flagellated themselves with chains until they
were bloody. Periodically the parade stopped and a group
of men in black made a circle and started chanting and
beating their chests.
When this parade had passed we moved to a better vantage point and waited. The place was teaming with police.
The Sunni parade came down a long street, starting with
men wearing white skull caps, followed by colorful paper
structures recreating a variety of mosques carried on
poles on shoulders. I had no idea what to expect and was
amazed that so many buildings floated by. I had a brief
flash back to The Rose Parade. Just when I thought the
event was over, yet another group came from the top of

Moharram

the street with another group of mosques. It was quite a
vision.
I was quite sick from coughing and so, on the way home,
we stopped by a pharmacy where Ahmad’s son sold me
cough syrup. We got to his house where I slept about
two hours before dinner. Azra had made chapatis with a
watery spicy buffalo stew, rice and a dessert of sweetened
milk with nuts in it. She also served me a special dish
made for Moharram, flour, sugar, coconut and nuts pulverized and eaten either straight or in a bowl of milk.
I told them that I had just been to a Hindu wedding. I
wondered aloud if it would be possible to see a Muslim
wedding. They said they were going to one on Dec. 2nd
and I could come with them. I was elated.
I went home about 9:00 p.m.

Monday, November 27th:
Spent the day taking care of trivia and organizing photos.
In the evening Suvash and I took Ramish and his family
to a department store and bought winter coats for everyone since the cold Himalayan winds had started blowing
in from the north and it was evident that Ramish and
his family had no warm clothing. He and his family had
never been in a department store before. Later I returned
to the department store to purchase them a large pressure cooker since they only had one wok to cook in for
the whole family. And, seeing that Ramish’s ankles were
caving because he shoes were falling apart, I gave him
money for a new pair of shoes. He had never purchased
shoes from a store before.
Tuesday, November 28th:
Nita and I went to a private girls’ school in Madanpura
from about 9:00 a.m. – 10:00 a.m. Gaining entrance into
the girls school was challenging. At first the principal refused to see us. We were invited to go to the boys school
and talk to the principal there. He called the principal of
the girls school and persuaded her to see us.
When we met her we discovered that she was a very
generative person who had been responsible for expanding the school physically and has strengthened the math/
science and arts curriculum. The principal also expanded
the curriculum to include other subjects that generate a
greater knowledge of the world. However theater, music
or dance are not allowed in a Muslim religious school
curriculum, which Nita emphasized again and again. The
school includes K-12th grades. After 10th grade students
all over India must take an exam to continue. About 50%
of the students in this school continue and the rest do
other things like get married.
The students in this school are children of weavers. The
students make a decision at a certain point whether to
major in general studies or classical languages of Arabic
and Persian. About 1/6th of the students, usually at the
insistence of their parents, opt for the language focus,
which has a different examining board than does general
studies. The languages they focus on are classical ancient
languages not used today.
We were taken to a class in which older students learn
physics and biology. I have no idea how extensive these
classes are but the teachers showed us notebooks in
which students had made very precise drawings of parts
of the body with extensive notation about them. While
Nita decried this drawing skill as an indication of the

low level of the school (students learn to copy, not create,
from her point of view) I was impressed that in a science
class students also learned precise eye-hand coordination
of drawing skills. Later Nita spoke vehemently against
the curriculum there because she said that students do
not learn to think for themselves. However, I had no
way to access this. However, at Nirman I had never seen
drawings as precisely done as the drawings these students
made.
We returned to Nirman and I worked on my photos.
About 3:00 p.m. I taught the women in the kitchen how
to bake bread. Then I went to BHU (Banaras Hindu
University) to the opening of a drawing exhibition by
Suresh Nair, the person who helped me with my exhibition at BHU two years ago. I went to dinner with Irfana’s
boyfriend at Hindustani Hotel, down the street from
Nirman. Then I went to visit Ankur Tiwari and his family
who live in a room about 8’ x 8’ at the back of Nirman.
Ankur, 12, his sister Anupriya, 14 and their father Dayashankar, 50, live in this small room. Dayashankar works
at Nirman repairing and building. At night he opens the
locked front gate if people need to enter.
Ankur’s mother Hirawti, age 38, and great aunt were visiting from their village which is two hours away. So, five
of them sleep on a board with no padding. The children
go to bed at 9:00 p.m. and get up at 4:00 a.m. to study and
do chores before school.
Ankur is a very talented young man, good at marshal
arts, acrobatics and badminton. I was surprised to learn
that he was having trouble in school. I asked if he likes
math and science and he said he does. He had never
visited jantar mantar, an ancient astronomical site in
Banaras. So I made a date to take some of his family
members there the next day. I also learned that he and
his sister have no coats for winter. Every time I turn
around I discover the extent of deprivation here.
It is getting colder. Women are wearing colorful woolen
shawls and men are wearing woolen vests. The fast food
craze has hit India and in every tiny shop are 5R bags of
fried snacks like potato chips in plastic/reflective printed
packages that eventually find their way to the streets as
garbage. Plastic garbage is growing exponentially. And
so is the population. While salaries may be growing
arithmetically, family size among the poor is growing
geometrically. The government has indicated that the appropriate number of children per family is two. However,
the lower classes are not listening and the government is
not insisting.

Wednesday, November 29th:
It is Nanak’s birthday (founder of the Siyk religion) and
so schools and banks are closed. Since there is no breakfast at Nirman I went to the corner fast food restaurant
and got two iblys in spicy vegetable sauce for 10 rupees.
I also purchased a fried ibly which was crispy, hot, full
of grease and simply delicious. The cook told me that he
and his brother run this restaurant which features south
Indian food. They work 16 hours a day, 6 days a week
and rest on Sunday. In addition to their two families,
their parents and assorted other relatives live above the
restaurant in a building which the family owns. His father works for the railroad and hopes to retire in 5 years.
The cook said that it was hard to make a living from this
restaurant which is why they have to work so hard.

and talked about the benefits of hand weaving from the
standpoint of complexity of design. While the Jacquard
system can have two different patterns, the system that
predates Jacquard can have three different patterns.

When I got home, Ankur, his sister and mother were
waiting to go to Jantar Mantar. I wanted to take Ankur
there because he was having a difficult time in school. He
was not learning much science at Nirman and had a great
interest in the subject. I asked his sister how she learned
chemistry since there is no chem lab there and she said
that they imagine holding a beaker and pouring liquids
into it. Jantar Mantar is an astronomical park which I
phographed before on this trip. It has sculptures there
that function as devices which reflect the movements
of the sun and stars. So, I thought Ankur would learn
something about astronomy by going there.
The streets were crowded with people celebrating Dev
Deepawali the last day of the Hindu month and the night
of the full moon. Deepawali, which was two weeks ago,
was on the night of no moon. In the morning thousands
of people came to the Ganges to bathe and pray. We
entered the crush of people and pushed our way to the
small street on which Jantar Mantar (I described this in
a prior post) is located. I am always impressed at how
little people know about their neighborhood, be they in
Varanasi or Los Angeles. In this case 50 feet from Jantar
Mantar none of the shop keepers had heard of it. We
climed up several flights of steep steps to the roof and
roamed around this marvelous astronomicaql sculpture
garden. From the roof of Man Mahil, the palace where
Jantar Mantar is located, we saw the shore of the Ganges
packed with people who had come to pray.
We returned to Nirman and Nita and I went to interview
a sari designer and weaver, a master craftsman who we
had partially interviewed before in Jaitpura. He showed
us incredible hand loomed fabrics made with a cotton
warp and silk weft. He demonstrated how designs were
generated prior to the Jacquard method came into use
Workshop of sari designer

Wednesday, November 29th (continued)
In the evening I went to Assi Ghat to see the celebration
of Dev Deepavali, the Kartik Poornima (full moon night
of the special month of Kartik) to honor the gods. Two
weeks before was the celebration of Deepavali, which
takes places on the night of no moon. The streets were
crowded and buildings were strung with lights. All manner of boats cruised the river to view the lights and festivities. Shrines, including the base of trees were illuminated
with tiny oil burning lamps in red clay containers. At
Assi Ghat a carnival like atmosphere prevailed, complete
with a huge stage and performers singing, dancing, musicians playing table and harmonium and juggling burning
torches. Hawkers sold roasted peanuts and home made
potato chips which I love but after I eat them I feel like I
have a stone in my belly.

Friday, December 1st (continued)

Thursday, November 30th:
We went to an area we had been to before near Madanpura where we were trying to see the stringing of a loom,
one step in the process we had not seen before. We
bumped into a fellow who repairs stained saris. There
are three people in Varanasi who do this kind of work,
all from the same family. A grandfather in this extended
family developed the technique of cleaning stains and
recoloring fabric to perfectly match the original. He
showed us the chemicals he uses, petroleum products
and mineral spirits. He, like so many others I have met, is
an expert in this field and does perfect work.
We then found a weaving shop we had been to before
where they had been digging a hole in the earth for another loom to be situated. Another loom will be restrung
in a few days and when that happens we will return.
In the evening I went to the home of Sunil, the young
man who works in the café and his sister Sunita, who
works in the library, to meet his family and have a visit.
They live down a dark alley and through a little door
which leads to a narrow courtyard. Sunil’s family live
at the end of this narrow dirt passageway, passed small
rooms with curtains for doors which house the families
of Sunil’s two uncles. Sunil’s room is on the roof, accessible by a tall, very rickety latter. His family lives in a
small room dominated by a bed. His parents and three
sisters, two of whom are students at Nirman, greeted me
with beaming smiles. There was a thin piece of cloth on
the floor on which we sat to talk. The parents sleep in the
bed. The children sleep on this cloth on the floor. Everyone in the family is very thin. The father had trouble
working because while he was painting at Nirman he fell
and hurt his hand. In time a huge hard bone like bump
emerged on the back of his hand making it very painful for him to do work. To have an operation will cost
$400 (20,000 R) and require that he not work for three
months. So, he endures this problem.
I learned that the children get up at 5:00 a.m. Sunita goes
to computer class at 7:00 a.m. before coming to work at
Nirman at 9:00 a.m. Every day, six days a week she walks
to the computer class and then to Nirman, a distance
of over 4 miles. Sunil does not make enough money to
afford a class. I gave them $100 which will cover the cost
of classes for the two of them for a year. Sunita and will
be design an ad for her father so that he can get more
work. Sunita wants me to buy her a laptop which costs
$400 (20,000 R), so that she can improve her skills. She
cannot practice her lessons from class without some way
to practice. I am beginning to realize how great the need
is for basic things so that people can survive.

I left about 9:00 p.m. and took a cycle rickshaw home. It
happened to be a night on which lots of weddings were
taking place and so my ride home was an unexpected
romp passed half a dozen parades of people with lights
on their heads surrounding brass bands, dancers and
flower decorated cars as grooms arrived at their respective celebrations.
Friday, December 1st:
At noon we took a van to Betauer, the country campus of
Nirman. I went there so that I could interview weavers
living in the countryside. Vandana came with me as my
translator. We drove to a cluster of houses and followed
the sound of weaving machines to a group of brick build
ings. Inside were three power looms and one hand loom.
Bolts of fabric in black and white were being woven to
then be printed by printing presses. The operator came
out and talked with us, along with assorted other relatives. Six brothers live in this complex with their families
and father and mother, about 35 people total.

We then went down the road and interviewed another
young man who owned five power looms with his four
brothers. He had been a mechanic in Varanasi for ten
years but had decided to stop that kind of work because
he thought it was not healthy. He sold some land and
purchased these looms which cost 1 lac (100,000 rupees
or $2,000) apiece. He earns 3,000 rupees/month which he
felt was enough for him because he isn’t married. Also, he
is able to grow his own food. Behind this building housing the looms is a large vegetable garden which he works
in 1-2 hours a day when the electricity goes off and the
power looms don’t work. Because he is able to grow his
own food his monthly expenses are minimal.
The landscape was peaceful and crops like eggplant,
mustard, sugar cane and cauliflower were abundant.
When we returned to Betaur I went down to the banks
of the Ganges and watched the world of the river flow
by. A small rowboat filled with half a dozen motorbikes,
5-6 bicycles and two dozen people, got lower in the water
with each addition. However, it managed to cross the
river without sinking which amazed me.

On the walls and ceiling I saw retired Jacquard machines.
The 26 year old man we spoke with was the 5th of 6
brothers but took responsibility for earning money for
the weddings of the last of three sisters (nine children
total). He said that he will only have two children due
to inflation. Three generations of weavers have lived in
this house. Six months ago he purchased power looms
with a loan from his aunt who borrowed the money from
someone else. However, he hasn’t been able to pay back
his aunt and she is becoming upset with him. Since then
his monthly salary has jumped from 3,000 rupees/month
to 5,000 rupees per month, depending on how much
work they have and the flow of electricity. Although his
salary is higher than before, inflation has meant that he
really doesn’t have more money. There have been times
when people in this village didn’t have electricity for two
weeks so the power looms were useless. Usually they have
electricity for 18 to 24 hours a day. He works ten hours a
day and another family member works another 8 hours a
day so that the power looms are working 18 hours a day,
generating 80 meters of fabric a day.
He sends his children to a private school which costs
40 rupees per month but additional expenses including
uniform, shoes, books and lunch ends up costing another
500 rupees per month, 1/10th of his monthly income.
He said that he doesn’t grow vegetables for his family
because there isn’t enough water to irrigate the crops.
Weavers in Betaur

On the way back to Varanasi we passed fields of black
buffalo with white Siberian cranes on their heads who
had migrated south for the winter. Women were carrying large piles of hay on their heads from the fields to
the road. Families were running the hay through cutting
machines in food preparation for the cows and buffalos.
And cow and buffalo patties were drying on walls or in
fields to be be used later as fuel. I began to think of cows
and buffalos as machines which when you put hay in you
get shit and milk out.

Saturday, December 2nd:
This morning Vandana and I went to Kojwa to locate
weavers to interview. We looked into a window and saw
Jamil Ahmed quietly working at his hand loom in a dark
room, illuminated only by window light. He generously
agreed to stop weaving and talk with us. He owns his
hand loom, but the Master Weaver owns the materials.
He owns two looms. He lives here with his brother and
family and his aunt. His mother and fatehr are deceased.
He has four sisters in Surat who are married. He was
born in Kojwa and his wife was born here as well. He had
his last child because he wanted a boy.
He started weaving when he was 5 years old. He dropped
out of school after the first grade because his family was
too poor and because at that time people didn’t value
education. He never learned to read or write; neither
does his wife know how to read and write. Because of
this he cannot fill out a form, read anything and depends
on neighbors to help him with anything that needs to be
read or written. Now he sends his children to school to
make them qualified. He says that if he were qualified
and educated his situation would be different. He has
three children in school now, one in grade 5, and two in
first grade at a private school which is free. He only pays
for exams.
Since 1995 conditions for weavers had deteriorated.
The market has declined since then. Today, because of
inflation, his income is not enough. He weaves two saris
a month but to do this often he must weave at night as
well. His wife earns 1,500 a month cutting threads off the
backs of those saris. He feels that he deserves 2,000 R/
sari but the master weaver only pays him 800 R/sari. It
takes him 15 days to weave a sari. He works 9 hours a day
every day, no vacations. He feels that Master Weaver is
fooling him, saying that the economy is in recession and
because of this the Master Weaver can’t give him more
money. The saris he makes are silk with real zari thread.
He doesn’t get any help from the government. Most
weavers left this area and went to Surat, Mumbai or Bangalor. Two years ago the situation for weavers was even
worse and many weavers committed suicide. However,
because he is uneducated he cannot do anything else, and
if he downgrades to jobs like driving a rickshaw or selling
vegetables everyone, including his wife’s family, will criticize him and he will feel shame. So, he must continue to
weave. He has no options. He would like to buy a power
loom but doesn’t have enough money because it costs 1
lac.

Weaver in Khowja

We left his home and went down a small alley to find
another weaving home. Although the weavers would
not stop weaving to talk with us, we were able to see a
woman sitting on her bed with what looked like a loom
like apparatus on her lap. It appeared that she was string
ing warp threads with a string which would eventually be
connected to the jacard system to make patterns. I had
now seen this step before and it was fascinating.

Loom threader in Khojwa

December 2nd (continued)
Around 2;00 p.m. I went to Mahmood Ahmad’s house
and hung out while Azra and Ummahani got dressed
to go to the Muslim wedding of their relative. I loved
watching Ummahani get dressed in one of her only good
dresses. Azra brushed Ummahani’s long luxurious hair
and allowed Ummahani to select bangles to wear from
her collection. The love between them was palpable.
We then walked a few blocks to the house of the family of
the bride and walked up rickity steps to the main room of
the residence which was filled with female relatives of the
bride. The bride sat in the corner crying. As in the Hindu
wedding I had just attended, the wedding signifies the
separation of the bride from her biological family which
is a sad occasion for her and her family. Women continued to arrive in black berkas under which they wore
brilliant saris and their best jewelry which they discussed
at length with each other and caught up on family stories.
The men in both families were in a tent on the street
eating an elaborate dinner which had been prepared on
the street in gigantic pots cooked over wood burning
fires. Later, after the marriage ceremony and when the
men had finished their meal, the women were allowed
to go into the tent and a much more modest dinner. The
groom and his male friends and family had assembled in
an apartment close by.

in a separate tent while the women only were served rice
and flat bread, even though the celebration was for them.
After eating we climed up three sets of stairs to visit with
the bride and her female friends. She was laughing and
seemed to be feeling better. I then returned to Nirman.
In the evening Nita, Nandini and I went to a crafts fair
sponsored by the government to stimulate sales for artisans. People exhibited work from 16 Indian states and it
was a wonderful opportunity to get somewhat of an over
view of what is produced in India. As a fabric lover I was
in heaven. Shawls from Kashmir, woolen embroidered
jackets from Bahir, heavy dark hand carved overstuffed
furniture, artwork on bamboo strips, rugs, metalwork,
beautiful paintings on hand made paper, etc. It did look
like most of the woven work was done by machines.
Every time I turned around I saw yet something else I
wanted. I had to keep reminding myself that I didn’t need
any of it and shipping it home would make the cost go
up. So, I amassed a pile in my imagination, bought a few
things and went home.

At about 4:00 p.m. a white sheet was pulled across the
room bisecting the room where the women sat so that
all of the women were on one side of it. A group of about
ten older men in white kaftans walked into the room and
sat on the floor with the one with authority sitting in center front of the sheet. Then the bride, crying, was led to a
place in front of the sheet on the other side of it.
The central man started speaking and bride responded.
After about five minutes the old men got up and walked
out of the room and the bride became inconsolable. That
was the end of the ceremony. She was now married. Her
mother kept stuffing sweets into her mouth to stop her
from crying.
After a while the women got up and went into the tent
for dinner. While the men had a large variety of foods,
including roasted chicken, various pickled dishes, chapatis, rice and pan, the women were served a meatless stew,
two kinds of rice and chapatis. This reminded me of
going to the celebration in Balochistan, Pakistan, to commemorate the women’s right to learn to read, when the
men were served roasted meat, rice and flat bread first
Muslim bride at her wedding

Muslim wedding celebration

Monday, December 3:
While the days are still warm the nights and early morning are starting to be chilled by the Himalayan cold that
had yet not manifested itself into winds, as it will in January. I packed in preparation for leaving in two days and
ran errands during the day and then went to Mahmood
Ahmad’s house with Ummahani about 4:00 p.m. so that
Azra, her mother, could teach me to make buffalo buriani. It is a complicated dish and it took her the better part
of four hours to prepare. I was impressed by the nuances
of steps in this dish. The red onions were cut three ways,
very fine, fine and relatively thick. The very fine ones
were sautéed slowly in oil to become crispy. The fine ones
were sautéed in the pan that eventually would contain
the meat. And the relatively thick ones were added to the
meat after it had been sautéed. Azra bent over a textured
stone that looked like a religious tablet on the ground
and pulverized the ginger, garlic and hot peppers using
a rectangular stone. Cardamom, cloves, ginger, garlic
and hot peppers were added to rose water and poured
into the rice, which had absorbed water in a bowl before
cooking. She cooked the rice and then added the meat/
onion mixture to it along with finely cut tomatoes and
green peppers which she cooked in a pressure cooker
for about half an hour. She then made a tasty sauce of
yogurt, a little sugar and some mystery spices. I poured
this over my biryani. We finally sat down to dinner about
8:15 p.m. Delicious.

Ramish and his family, too, afforded me a nurturing environment of genuine love and hospitality, family closeness
that I came to treasure. Every night, about 10:30 p.m. he
cooked dinner and, even if I was full, he insisted on giving me a taste. Usually dinner consisted of sautéed vegetables, chipates and sometimes cucumbers and tomatoes. During these dinners we tried to communicate with
no common verbal language. But we were able to communicate our loving kindness for one another. We sat on
his bed while his four children were sleeping. Tonight his
mother was visiting as well and so Ramish and his wife
were going to sleep in the guest house. Ramish and his
family gave me a table lamp as a farewell present.
Tomorrow I leave. On one hand I am actually exhausted
by the screeching of traffic, the daily fight to stay alive
when walking in the street and the dust and fumes. I
have had a bad cough since I arrived and am hoping that
it will abate once I leave. However, I will miss the vigorous and complex life that continuously forces me to readjust my lens of understanding, the daily discoveries of
new possibilities, beauty in unexpected places and most
of all, the generosity of the people who have allowed me
into their homes and lives.

Tuesday, December 4th:
Nita and I went to an ancient complex of mosques and
shrines in the center of Varanasi near Sigra. These were
owned by descendants of the Moghul families from 2-3
centuries ago who built them. However, today often
families claiming ownership sell off part of the land for
profit and the rest of this historic area is in series decay,
not being maintained by anyone. This is quite a tragedy.
Adjacent to this area are huge homes owned by wealthy
weavers who have factories in other areas.
I came home and prepared to leave Varanasi, saying good
bye to Wasim Aktar and his family in Kojwa. For the last
time we sat squashed together in his little kitchen where
I was served sweets from Moharram, spicy snacks and
tea. I was reminded that I had experienced these times
of talking with his family as the closest glimpse of how a
family can live happily together and how cramped spaces
can generate close relationships, something I never experienced as a child in my own home. Before I left, Wasim
and his family gave me a picture frame.
Ramish, his wife, two children and mother.

Wife of Ramish in their one room home housing from four to six people.

Wednesday, December 5th:
It is 6:15 a.m. The mullah has just finished his morning
call to prayers and the monkeys are chattering in the
trees. I spent a sleepless night contending with mosquitoes. All of this I treasure as I prepare to leave. The
women in the kitchen who had fed me for the last two
months gave me hugs.
At 11:30 a.m. the motor rickshaw I had hired pulled
up and I said one last goodbye to Mahmood Ahmad,
Ummahani, Wasim Aktar, and may people who I came
to love here. The drive to the airport took almost two
hours in a motor rickshaw. The old man who I hired was
accompanied by his son because the old man had a heart
condition.
I have a four hour layover in the Delhi airport. My return
trip will take over 32 hours with an eight hour layover in
Germany. I prepare for endless time when I can not distinguish day from night or figure out what meal I should
be eating.

