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India was renowned in the ancient world for the excellence of the iron and steel
produced by its artisans. Most famous was the crucible steel or ‘wootz’ steel, known
to the world as Damascus steel as it reached the world market through Arab
maritime traders, earning them huge profits. Structures like the Delhi Iron Pillar or
the Konark beams which have withstood the ravages of time without rusting are
witnesses to the unparalleled mastery of Indian metallurgists. Shiploads of iron and
steel were exported to the Middle East and Europe from south Indian ports. The
British imported Indian steel for use in bridges across the Menai Strait and even in
the London Bridge. India held sway in the field of iron production till about
beginning of the 20th century.
The present talk attempts to draw the attention of modern metallurgists to the
enigma of the watering pattern on wootz steel swords and the corrosion-resistant
property of the Delhi Iron Pillar, with a view to kindling interest in our heritage in
metallurgy and exploring whether the technology has a future.
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