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Indian Inventions

Cashmere Wool

Imagine touching something so soft and warm
that it feels like it is almost alive. For centuries,
people across the world have admired a fabric
like this—cashmere wool, known in India as

pashmina.

Though today cashmere is sold in luxury stores
from Paris to New York, its story begins much
closer home, in the cold mountains of the

Indian subcontinent.

This is not just a story about clothing. It is a
story about geography, animals, skilled hands,
and how Indian knowledge quietly shaped
global fashion.

Born in the Cold Mountains

Cashmere wool comes from a special type of

mountain goat that survives in extremely cold

climates.

. J! ‘g ¥ :._ _).ér. g
October 2025 | Page _5(!);-' /

i i Loy
/ . -1' J':' i 4

I f Far i
o W oL Y. L

These goats grow a soft inner coat beneath
their rough outer hair to protect themselves
from freezing winters. This inner coat is what

we call cashmere.

In India, these goats have traditionally been
reared in high-altitude regions such as Ladakh
and the Himalayan belt, closely connected with
the cultural history of Kashmir. The harsh
environment was not a disadvantage—it was
the very reason such fine wool existed. Indian
pastoral communities learned to live alongside
these animals and understood their seasonal

cycles better than anyone else.

From Goat to Thread: A Test of

Patience

Cashmere does not come easily. Unlike regular
wool, it cannot be roughly sheared. The fine
fibres are carefully combed from the goat
during spring, when it naturally sheds its winter
coat. From one goat, only a small amount of

usable cashmere is collected each year.

Once collected, the wool goes through a long
and delicate process - cleaning, sorting,
spinning, and weaving. For centuries, Indian
artisans  perfected these steps without
machines. Each thread was spun by hand,
often inside homes during the winter months.
This slow process ensured unmatched softness

and strength.

This deep understanding of material science -
long before the term existed - is one of India’s

greatest traditional innovations.
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Cashmere Wool

Indian Inventions

The Rise of Pashmina Shawls

By the medieval period, Indian cashmere
shawls had become highly prized. Kashmiri
weavers transformed raw wool into beautifully
patterned shawls using intricate designs
inspired by nature—flowers, leaves, rivers, and

paisleys.

These shawls were not everyday items. They
were worn by royalty, gifted during ceremonies,
and passed down generations. Their warmth
was extraordinary, but so was their lightness. A
large shawl could be folded into a small
bundle, yet protect the wearer from severe
cold. When traders carried these shawls along

land and sea routes, the world took notice.
When the World Took Notice

By the 18th and 19th centuries, cashmere shawls
reached Europe. They became symbols of
elegance among the elite. Empress Joséphine
of France famously adored Kashmiri shawls,

helping spark a global craze.

European factories tried to copy them, but they
struggled to match the softness and warmth.
The reason was simple: they lacked access to
the same fibre and the centuries-old Indian

techniques behind it.

Even the word cashmere comes from “Kashmir,”
showing how deeply the invention is tied to

India’s identity.
Science Behind the Softness

What makes cashmere so special? The fibres
are extremely thin—much finer than human hair.
This allows them to trap air efficiently,
providing insulation without weight. At the
same time, the fibres are flexible, giving

cashmere its famous softness.
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Modern science now explains what Indian
artisans knew through experience: thinner
fibres mean better warmth and comfort. This
blend of natural conditions and human skill is

what turned cashmere into a global marvel.

Cashmere Today: Tradition Meets
Challenge

Today, cashmere is produced in several
countries, but Indian pashmina remains among
the finest. However, the tradition faces
challenges—climate change, machine-made

imitations, and declining artisan livelihood:s.

Efforts are being made to protect authentic
pashmina through geographical tagging and
sustainable practices. Each genuine shawl still
represents weeks or even months of careful

work.

Why Cashmere Matters

Cashmere wool shows us that innovation does
not always come from laboratories or factories.
Sometimes, it comes from observing nature
closely and respecting its limits. Indian
communities turned survival in extreme cold

into a craft that warmed the world.

The next time you see a cashmere scarf,
remember—it carries within it mountain winds,
patient hands, and an Indian invention that

quietly changed global fashion.
Think About It

» Why do you think handmade products often
feel more valuable than machine-made
ones?

 Can traditional knowledge be as important
as modern science? Where else do you see
this today?
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