
e’re usually so busy when we are getting 
ourselves and our children dressed that 
we hardly ever stop to think about where 
our clothes have actually come from, or 
about the people involved in producing 

them. I believe that if we all knew more about the impact that 
making our clothes can have, not only would we love them a bit 
more, but we might also make shopping decisions that we feel 
more comfortable with. In this article we’ll explore how a pair of 
children’s jeans makes the journey from being a plant in a field 
to becoming a soft, comfortable garment in which we choose to 
dress our child. 

The jeans we are tracing come with a code on the label so that 
we can explore their life story. As soon as we type the code in on 
the Where Does It Come From? website, we are transported (in 
our imagination!) to India. The story begins far away on a 
small farm near Sokhada village in Saurashtra district, 
Gujarat, India, where Pithabhai grows cotton. As 
far as the eye can see there are fields of cotton 
that will become jeans and other garments. 
Pithabhai and his family all work on 
the family farm. They own 14 small 
cotton farms and employ seasonal 
labourers from the local villages. 
The season begins in October and 
continues for about four months. 
The workers water the plants, weed 
them and sometimes add fertiliser. In 
time the plants develop beautiful pink 
flowers, which later turn into bolls, or 
seed cases. Balls of cotton form inside 
the bolls, and at the right time the bolls 
pop, and out comes the cotton! The cotton 
is then picked, cleaned, and combed out at a 

local ginnery. Pithabhai says: “I have lived my life growing cotton 
and living in cotton farms during the season. We call it ‘white 
gold’!” 

There is a strong drive towards organic cotton farming, in which 
farmers reduce the use of synthetic chemical fertilisers and 
pesticides. This produces a higher-quality product as well as 
having a less harmful effect on the environment. Many farmers 
in Gujarat are working towards a more natural way of growing 
cotton, using manures and other natural fertilisers to grow 
their crops. Family farms such as Pithabai’s are moving to 
organic farming, but it takes time – the fields must grow crops 
organically for three years before they can even hope for organic 
certification. Our pair of jeans is not certified, as the cotton was 
produced a year ago, but newer ranges from the brand are.

The next stage of the journey is for the raw cotton to be spun 
into thread. We discover in our story that these jeans have been 
created by cooperatives using skills unchanged for generations. 
Traditional spinning is a very important part of India’s history 
– Mahatma Gandhi encouraged the Indian people to spin and 
weave their own cloth as part of his independence movement. 
The spinning is done using machines called charkhas, which 
are powered by people energy (like a bike!). Solar-powered 
machinery is now starting to be adopted – a great way to harness 
the sunny weather in Gujarat. Many of the spinners work from 
home and bring their work in to the cooperative when it is 
completed. This means that they can work in the evenings or 
around childcare. The money earned is often used to support 
their children’s education or for household expenses. Some of the 
younger girls have money left after contributing to their families to 
pay for make-up or mobile phone top-ups!

We are only too aware that many workers in the world don’t 
receive fair pay or work in safe working conditions. Job security 
is often low, and this affects the stability of a family and, with that, 
dignity and quality of life. When something seems a bargain, this 

is often the reason – someone, somewhere 
is paying the price. The Fairtrade 

movement works hard to ensure that 
workers are treated properly, by 

monitoring workplaces and 
ensuring that farmers and 

producers receive a fair 
and consistent price for 
their goods. A payment 
called the Fairtrade 
Premium is also paid to 
communities so that they 
can invest in something 
for everyone, such as a 

road, a school or a health 
centre. The cooperative 

that produced our jeans 
is part of a Fairtrade 

organisation, and all the 
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workers are known and supported.

Now that the cotton has been turned into 
thread, we discover that the next stage is to dye it. The jeans we 
are tracing were created using hand-dyed cotton. Hand dyeing 
is much less water-intensive than industrial processes, as the 
threads are left soaking in buckets and then hung out to dry. 
The dyes used are less harmful to the environment too, as they 
contain no toxic chemicals.

The weaver of the cloth for our jeans, Jignesh, learned the skill 
from his father when he was 15 years 
old. Unfortunately, only one of his 
children, his daughter Ankita, has taken 
up the skill. She works with her father 
to supply denim for the cooperative. 
Jignesh says: “Quality is very important 
in denim. I measure the threads as I 
weave to make sure it is consistent.” The 
number of threads in the weave has to 
be exact, or the fabric will be rejected. 
The weaving is done on hand-powered 
looms and creates a very soft, strong 
fabric. 

The denim cloth is now ready to be turned into garments. The 
design for the children’s jeans takes many factors into account, 
the fabric being just one element. It is really important that the 
jeans be comfortable and long-lasting as well as attractive – 
and we all know that our children must love them, or they won’t 
wear them! The design team make sure that the jeans will be 
acceptable to children of different ages and meet practical 
requirements such as machine washing, as well as having 
no uncomfortable sticking-out bits or itchy labels. They also 
incorporate features such as button-elastic and a longer leg 
length, to help them last through growth spurts.

The tailor then 
transforms the hand-
woven cloth into the 
finished jeans. We 
learn from our story 
that the first step is to 
cut the fabric into the 
right-sized pieces. For these 
jeans this work has been done 
by 23-year-old Veena. She places 
the patterns onto the cloth, minimising 

wastage, draws around them, and carefully 
cuts the pieces out. They are then sewn 
together by Prakash.

The final step in our jeans’ journey is to 
travel from India to the UK, where they 
will meet the child who is going to wear 
them. The jeans are carried on either a 
ship or a plane, depending on the size 
of the consignment that they are part of. 
Our jeans came by plane via Mumbai and 
London. As the whole process of producing 
them is traceable, the child can find out 

about the journey that they have taken.

Clothes are an intimate thing: we wear them next to our skin. 
Understanding the skills involved and the people who brought 
the clothes to us helps us to appreciate what has gone into 
creating the things we wear. It also teaches our children to ask 
questions about where their clothes and other products came 
from, and this will help them to make much better-informed 
shopping choices in their turn. After all, they are the shoppers of  
the future.   •
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