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‘I must have been about seven when my father
left Porbandar for Rajkot. There I was put into
a primary school, and I can well recollect…the
names and other particulars of the teachers
who taught me. As at Porbandar, so here, there
is hardly anything to note about my studies.
I could only have been a mediocre student.’
MOHANDAS KARAMCHAND GANDHI

1869–1914
Early Years in India, England
and South Africa
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FOURTH SON FROM HIS FATHER’S FOURTH WIFE
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born on 2 October 1869 at Porbandar in
western India. He was the youngest of four siblings. When asked about his mother,
he would say: ‘The outstanding impression my mother has left on my memory
is that of saintliness. To keep two or three consecutive fasts was nothing to her.
During another Chaturmas (holy period), she vowed not to have food without
seeing the sun. We children on those days would stand, staring at the sky, waiting
to announce the appearance of the sun to our mother. And I remember days when,
at his sudden appearance, we would rush and announce it to her. She would run
out to see with her own eyes, but by that time the fugitive sun would be gone, thus
depriving her of her meal. “That does not matter,” she would say cheerfully, “God
did not want me to eat today.” And then she would return to her round of duties.’
1869 Left: Gandhi’s mother Putlibai (1839–1891) was a religious woman.

Right: Gandhi’s father Karamchand (1822–1885) was the chief minister
of Porbandar state.

1876 Left: Gandhi, aged seven, in Porbandar. He was the fourth and last son from his
father’s fourth and last marriage. This is one of his earliest photographs.

1886 Right: Gandhi (right) with his elder brother Laxmidas. Both brothers were studies in
contrast – while Mohandas valued frugality, Laxmidas favoured comfort.

The Gandhis apparently got into trouble often. Political intrigues forced
grandfather Uttamchand out of the prime ministership of Porbandar and into
exile in the nearby state of Junagadh. There, he once saluted the ruling Nawab
with his left hand. Asked for an explanation, he said: ‘The right hand is already
pledged to Porbandar.’ Gandhi was proud of such loyalty: ‘My grandfather,’ he
wrote, ‘must have been a man of principle.’
‘My books and my lessons were my sole companions. To be at school at the
stroke of the hour and to run back home as soon as the school closed – that was
my daily habit,’ wrote Gandhi. ‘I literally ran back, because I could not bear to talk
to anybody. I was even afraid lest anyone should poke fun at me.’
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Gandhi’s father married four times, after his successive wives died early. His

woman and he wanted it reciprocated, but the woman was a child.’ Gandhi was

first and second wives bore him two daughters and with his last wife, Putlibai,

a jealous husband and Kasturba could not go anywhere without his permission.

he had a daughter and three sons, Mohandas being the youngest. Gandhi’s elder

According to the joint family tradition of the time, enforced separations between

brother Laxmidas practised law and became a treasury official in the Porbandar

young couples was common. During the first five years of their marriage, Gandhi

government. Laxmidas spent money freely and liked to live lavishly, much like

and Kasturba spent only three years together.

minor royalty of the time, even though he had a modest income. He married his
daughters with great pomp and ceremony and owned two houses in Rajkot.

For his wedding, the family had moved to Porbandar from Rajkot to take care
of the preparations. His father, employed as a diwan (chief officer) to a local thakur
(head of state), would follow later, in a horse-drawn coach, which toppled over

GANDHI GETS MARRIED

during the journey. He arrived at the wedding heavily bandaged and in pain, but
ensured that everything went smoothly. Gandhi, who was devoted to his parents,

Despite the extremely high moral standards he set for himself, Gandhi would

says he forgot about his father’s injuries in the ‘childish amusement of my wedding’.

acknowledge that in his own life, he was guilty of one shameful act, of partaking

When Kasturba was 15 and pregnant, Gandhi writes in his autobiography, while

in ‘the cruel custom of child marriage’, as he would later describe it. Gandhi was

he was massaging his father’s legs, ‘my mind was hovering about my wife’s

married when he was not even 13, to Kasturba, who was also the same age. At the

bedroom’. One night, his uncle took over the massage duties and Gandhi rushed

time, child marriage was an accepted custom. Gandhi says he was betrothed thrice

to his wife. A few minutes later, a servant knocked on the door and told him he was

without his knowledge. The first two girls chosen for him had died. The third

required urgently. Gandhi jumped out of the bed and rushed to his father’s side,

betrothal took place when he was seven. Of his own marriage, he recounted every

only to find he had passed away. Later, he would write: ‘If passion had not blinded

detail. The elders on both sides had agreed on the proposal, or proposals, since it

me, I would have been spared the torture of separation from my father during

was a ‘triple wedding’. Gandhi would be married along with his brother, two years

his last moments… The shame of my carnal desire at the critical moment of my

older than him, and a cousin. It was a matter of convenience and economics. This

father’s death is a blot I have never been able to efface or forget.’

would mean the family could spend lavishly on just one big celebration.
As he would write later in his autobiography, he could still picture himself

HONESTY PREVAILS IN CLASS

sitting on the wedding dais, the rituals that followed, and then the first night,
of ‘two innocent children unwittingly hurled into the ocean of life’. At his age,

‘There is an incident which occurred at the examination during my first year

it essentially meant ‘good clothes to wear, drum beating, marriage processions,

at the high school and which is worth recording,’ recalls Gandhi. ‘Mr Giles,

rich dinners and a strange girl to play with’. Carnal desire, he wrote, came later.

the Educational Inspector, had come on a visit of inspection. He had set us five

He recalls that his eldest brother’s wife had coached him on how to behave that

words to write as a spelling exercise. One of the words was “kettle”. I had misspelt

first night, but later he would confess that no coaching is really necessary in such

it. The teacher tried to prompt me with the point of his boot, but I would not be

matters. Gandhi says he lost no time in assuming the ‘authority’ of a husband. In

prompted. It was beyond me to see that he wanted me to copy the spelling from

his seminal book, The Life of Mahatma Gandhi, Jewish-American author Louis

my neighbour’s slate, for I had thought that the teacher was there to supervise

Fischer writes: ‘He loved Kasturba. His passion was entirely centered on one

us against copying. The result was that all the boys except myself were found to
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have spelt every word correctly. Only I had been stupid. The teacher tried later
to bring this stupidity home to me, but without effect. I never could learn the art
of “copying”.’

FIRST TRIP TO LONDON
At the age of 18, Gandhi set sail for London on 4 September 1888, having
received a scholarship (worth 5,000 rupees) to study law. He had, as he later
admitted, a secret desire to satisfy his curiosity about what London was like.
He arrived in the third week of October after a long journey and proceeded
to the Victoria Hotel, along with two other Indians he had met aboard the
ship. His first impression of the hotel was that the porter there was better
dressed than any of them. He was equally dazzled by the splendour of the
hotel. ‘I had never in my life seen such pomp,’ he would recall later. After
paying the bill of six shillings a day in advance, he followed the porter to the
lift, an invention Gandhi had never seen. He saw the boy press something,
which he assumed was the lock of the door, which opened shortly after.
Gandhi stepped inside and immediately thought they were in a room where they
were supposed to sit for some time. It was only when the doors opened on the
second floor that Gandhi realized that he had been in a lift!
In London, Gandhi became quite a dandy. He was seen in photographs
wearing a white tie, stiff French cuffs and a dress kerchief in his front pocket,
with his hair neatly combed. Louis Fischer wrote that he used to spend 10
minutes each day combing and brushing his hair. In an attempt to fit in with
society, he also hired tutors to teach him French and elocution, and he even
joined dance classes, paying three guineas for an instructor. However, he

1888 An average student in school,

gave up after six lessons since his feet could never coordinate with the music.

Gandhi graduated from a high
school in Rajkot, Gujarat. Shown
are a high-school marksheet
(above) and an application to his
headmaster (right) signed by
Gandhi, conferring his scholarship
to another student.

Instead, he took up the violin, paying another three guineas to buy one, but soon
realizing that it, too, was a futile investment. The music teacher then told him
he would accomplish nothing by adopting the manners of a fashionable man
about town.
36
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1891 Gandhi photographed as a young student in England.

1891 Gandhi (first row, sitting, right) with fellow members of the Vegetarian Society in London.

It was in London that Gandhi started to adopt some of the characteristics that

As a committed vegetarian, he would have caused some problems in the Inner

would later define him as an ascetic who had given up the luxuries of life to attain

Temple kitchens during dining nights, though his refusal to drink alcohol made

self-discipline. He joined the Vegetarian Society of England and discontinued

him quite popular, mainly because it left more wine for the other students!

the practice of getting sweets and masalas, or spices, sent from India. In 1890,

Towards the end of June 1891, having completed his term at London’s Inner

he became a member of the executive committee of the society and attended its

Temple, Gandhi returned to India. In his application to the Bombay High

annual conference in Portsmouth. It was a decision not without repercussions.

Court on 16 November 1891, he wrote: ‘I am desirous of being admitted as an
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1891 W.D. Edwards, well-known author and practising barrister in the Supreme Court of

Judicature in England, wrote Gandhi a letter of recommendation for enrolment in the
Bombay High Court.

advocate of the high court. I was called to the Bar in England on the 10th June
last. I have kept twelve terms in the Inner Temple and I intend to practise in the
Bombay presidency. I produce the certificate of my being called to the Bar. As to
the certificate of my character and abilities, I have not been able to obtain any
certificate from a judge in England, for I was not aware of the rules in force in the
Bombay High Court. I, however, produce a certificate from Mr W.D. Edwards,
a practising barrister in the Supreme Court of Judicature in England. He is the
author of the Compendium of the Law of Property in Land, one of the books
prescribed for the Bar final examination.’
1891 Gandhi’s years at Inner Temple, London, studying law, played a crucial role in shaping
his life. Reproduced above is a certificate given to Gandhi from Inner Temple.
40

When Gandhi first decided to study in England, he was declared an outcast
by the elders of the Modh Bania caste. They ordered him to stay in India,
41
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1891 Facsimile of a resolution cancelling Gandhi’s expulsion from the Modh

Bania caste (he was excommunicated due to his decision to study abroad),
and (on facing page) confirming his readmittance in 1891 in Rajkot.

believing that an extended stay in London would lead him away from Hindu

they decided that Gandhi would be treated as an outcast from that day. They

traditions. He was asked whether he was daring to disregard the orders of the

even declared that whoever helped him or even went to see him off at the docks

caste, to which he replied: ‘I am really helpless. I think caste should not interfere

would be punished with a fine of one rupee and four annas! However, they

in the matter.’ At this, the elders were incensed and they swore at Gandhi, who

withdrew the order declaring him an outcast when Gandhi returned to India

sat unmoved. Realizing that the young lad was determined to travel to England,

in 1891.
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THE HEAD-DRESS INCIDENT

EVICTION FROM FIRST CLASS

After spending less than two years in India and failing to establish a successful

One of the most famous, or infamous, incidents in Gandhi’s life took place when

legal practice in Bombay, Gandhi arrived in South Africa towards the end of May

he reached South Africa. On 7 June 1893, he boarded the first-class compartment

1893, to assist Abdullah Hajee Adam of Dada Abdullah & Co. (a legal firm with a

of a train from Durban to Natal. When the train reached Pietermaritzburg, the

Porbandar connection).

capital of Natal, at around 9 p.m., a passenger entered the compartment and

Soon after his arrival, he was reprimanded for wearing his turban in the

looked Gandhi up and down, clearly disturbed by the presence of an Indian man

courtroom by the magistrate of the Durban court. He describes the incident in

travelling first class. The man left and returned with two railway officials. One

his own words:

of them told Gandhi to get down and accompany him to the van compartment.

‘It is true that on entering the Court I neither removed my head-dress nor

Gandhi refused, saying he had a first-class ticket from Durban. The official said

salaamed, but in so doing I had not the slightest idea that I was offending His

that did not matter and again insisted he move to the van. Gandhi remained

Worship, or meaning any disrespect to the Court. Just as it is a mark of respect

obstinate, saying he had been allowed to travel in the compartment in Durban,

amongst the Europeans to take off their hats, in like manner it is in Indians to

and had no intention of getting off. Hearing this, the official threatened to call a

retain one’s head-dress. To appear uncovered before a gentleman is
not to respect him. In England, on attending drawing-room
meetings and evening parties, Indians always keep the
head-dress, and the English ladies and gentlemen

police constable to have him evicted. Gandhi told him to go
ahead since he had no intention of moving to the van.
The official left and returned with a policeman, who
grabbed him and pushed him out. His luggage was

generally seem to appreciate the regard which we

thrown out as well. Gandhi refused to get into

show thereby. In High Courts in India those Indian

the van and the train left without him. He sat

advocates who have not discarded their native

in the waiting room and, the next morning,

head-dress invariably keep it on.

sent a long telegram to the General Manager

‘As to bowing, or salaaming as you would

of the Railways, complaining about the

call it, I again followed the rule observed in the

treatment. Today, the plaque at the station

Bombay High Court. If an advocate enters the

in Pietermaritzburg reads: ‘In the vicinity of

Court after the judge has taken his seat on the

this plaque, M.K. Gandhi was evicted from

bench he does not bow, but all the advocates

a first-class compartment on the night of

rise up when the judge enters the Court, and

7 June 1893. This incident changed the course

keep standing until the judge has taken his seat.

of his life. He took up the fight against racial

Accordingly, yesterday when His Worship entered the
Court I rose up, and took my seat only after His Worship

oppression. His active non-violence started from
that day.’

had done so.’
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1894 Gandhi (standing, fourth from left) with co-founders of the Natal Indian Congress,
Durban. This was Gandhi’s first foray into public life, with the intention of helping
resolve issues faced by Indians in South Africa.
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1895 Not many know of Gandhi’s fondness for the game of cricket. This rare picture is of the

Greyville Cricket Club, Durban. Gandhi (seated in the second row, fifth from left) is
seen here with Parsee Rustomjee, a member of the Natal Indian Congress, on his right.

In 1894, Gandhi made his first official debut into India-related politics by

During its formative years, the NIC introduced many petitions asking for changes

spearheading the birth of the Natal Indian Congress. He had thought long and

to the proposed discriminatory legislation. The organization later allied itself with

hard about a name for the organization. It had, he would write in his autobiography,

the African National Congress.

‘perplexed me sorely’. The name ‘Congress’ was anathema to the conservatives in

***

Britain and yet, back home, it was the very life of India. He recommended ‘Natal

The above photograph is of Gandhi with members of the Greyville Cricket

Indian Congress’ (NIC). It came into being on 22 May 1894, with Gandhi as its first

Club, Durban. Very few people would associate Gandhi with a sport – in

Honorary Secretary. The president was Abdullah Hajee Adam of Dada Abdullah

his autobiography he described his aversion to physical exercise. Historian

& Co. The objectives, as laid out, were to keep the people of India informed of

Ramachandra Guha researched this aspect of Gandhi’s life and wrote an article for

its activities and to fight discrimination against Indians. In June, the Natal

the Hindu in which he quotes a Gujarati journalist explaining that one of Gandhi’s

government introduced the Franchise Law Amendment Bill, which threatened

schoolmates remembered him as a ‘dashing cricketer’ and an all-rounder, with

the existence of Indians in South Africa by depriving them of their right to vote.

an uncanny understanding of the game’s uncertainties. During a match between

Meetings were held in the offices of Messrs Dada Abdullah & Co. to consider what

Rajkot city and Rajkot cantonment, Gandhi had a strong intuition that a certain

could be done to prevent the Bill from being passed in the Legislative Assembly.

player would be out, and that is exactly what happened.

46
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1897 Demonstration against Gandhi’s disembarkation in Durban.
On 5 June 1896, Gandhi set sail for India, where he addressed meetings

the police superintendent, who was passing by, recognized him. The brave woman

on behalf of the Indian community in South Africa. His efforts to raise public

stood between him and the crowd. The police then escorted him to where he was

opinion were widely reported in South Africa, with a great deal of exaggeration.

staying. Even there, the house was surrounded by an angry mob. Superintendent

He returned to Durban along with 800 Indians to an extremely hostile reception

Alexander sent Gandhi a message advising him to escape, in disguise. Gandhi

by the white population. They charged Gandhi with trying to flood Natal and

wore an Indian policeman’s uniform and slipped out, accompanied by two white

Transvaal with unwanted, indentured Indian people. When the ship docked,

policemen who had darkened their faces and dressed as Indians. They reached

Gandhi, accompanied by F.A. Laughton, a British legal adviser, disembarked and

the police station, where Gandhi remained for three days until public anger had

was recognized. In no time, a crowd gathered and started pelting Gandhi with

died down.

stones and rotten eggs; others rained blows on his body. Fortunately, the wife of

***
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1899 Above: Medals awarded to Gandhi for his services during
the two campaigns in South Africa – the Boer War and
Zulu rebellion. Left: Gandhi (second row, sitting fifth
from left) with the Indian Ambulance Corps during the
Boer War.

Gandhi’s involvement in the Boer War in 1899 was
a rare departure from his pacifist image. He set up a
1,100-strong Ambulance Corps, mostly comprising
Indian volunteers. At a critical moment, they were asked
to serve inside the firing line. At Spioenkop, General Sir
Redvers Henry Buller sent a message that though they
were not required to, the government would be grateful
if they could help shift the wounded from the battlefield.
Gandhi and his corps immediately rushed to their
rescue. In his autobiography, Gandhi wrote that they
often marched 20 to 25 miles a day, bearing the wounded
on stretchers.
50
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1903 Gandhi (third from left) with colleagues outside his law office in Johannesburg. Of his

quest to find office space Gandhi said, ‘It was difficult for an Indian to secure rooms for
an office in a suitable locality.’

help, Gandhi stepped in and helped deliver the child. Later, he would declare that
he was not nervous at all. Although Gandhi employed a nurse in South Africa
after the birth of their third son, Ramdas, and again after the birth of Devdas,
1902 Kasturba photographed in South Africa with three of her four sons – from left to

right, Gandhi’s sister’s son Gokuldas, Manilal, Ramdas and Harilal. Kasturba was
affectionately called ‘Ba’ within the family.

Louis Fischer wrote that he cared for the infants himself.
***
Gandhi described his quest to find office space in Johannesburg in which to
practise law: ‘It was indeed doubtful whether I would be enrolled in the Transvaal

FROM AMBULANCE CORPS TO MIDWIFE

Supreme Court. But the Law Society did not oppose my application and the Court
allowed it. It was difficult for an Indian to secure rooms for an office in a suitable

During the birth of their youngest son, Devdas, Gandhi acted as Kasturba’s

locality. But I had come in fairly close contact with Mr Ritch, one of the merchants

midwife. He had studied a popular book on childbirth, which constituted

there. Through the good offices of a house agent known to him, I succeeded in

a comprehensive course in obstetrics and infant care. On 22 May 1900, when

securing suitable rooms for my office in the legal quarters of the city, and I started

Kasturba suddenly went into labour and it was too late to summon professional

on my professional work.’

52
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INDIAN OPINION FOR SOUTH AFRICA

THE BOOK THAT INSPIRED GANDHI

In 1903 Gandhi launched the newspaper Indian Opinion, in which he published

One book – Unto This Last by social thinker John Ruskin – changed Gandhi’s life.

some of his earliest writings. It was initially published in Gujarati, Hindi, Tamil

It inspired the establishment of the Phoenix settlement near Durban in South

and English, and highlighted the difficult conditions faced by Indians in South

Africa. Gandhi read the book on a train journey and he could not sleep that night.

Africa. Mansukhlal Naazar was the first editor, but Gandhi did most of the work

He would later write that it made him determined to change his life in accordance

and was, for all editorial matters, the person in charge. It was financed by him and

with the ideals in the book. (He subsequently translated it into Gujarati, titling it

he sank all of his savings into the project; he recalled a time when he was spending

Sarvodaya, meaning the ‘progress of all’ in society.) Ruskin’s book preached that

almost 75 pounds a month. It attracted a loyal readership among Indians and also

the good of the individual is contained in the good of all, that a lawyer’s work has

introduced Gandhi to the principles of journalism. In the first month of its launch,

the same value as a barber’s – all have the same right to earn a living from their

he would recall later, he realized that the sole aim of journalism should be service.

work. The book influenced Gandhi so deeply that he decided to move the Indian

He understood the power of the press but also that an uncontrolled pen has the

Opinion press to a farm on which everyone would labour, drawing the same living

means to destroy.

wage and attending to the journal in their spare time. The monthly allowance
for each person was to be three pounds, irrespective of colour or nationality.

1903 First edition (centre) of Indian Opinion published in 1903 ‘in the interest of the Indians
in South Africa’. This marked Gandhi’s entry into the world of writing and journalism.

The only doubt was whether the ten people employed at the press would agree
to settle on a remote farm for such a
small allowance. Once they had agreed,
Gandhi advertised for a piece of land
situated near a railway station around
Durban. An offer came for a plot
named Phoenix, which he inspected
along with Albert H. West, one of his
closest associates in South Africa. The
20 acres of land had a spring running
through and a few orange and mango
trees. Adjoining it was another parcel
of land covering 80 acres, with fruit
trees and a dilapidated cottage, which
they also purchased. The total cost was
1,000 pounds, amassed from donors
and supporters.
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1904 Gandhi (third row, standing fifth from left) with other settlers of the Phoenix
settlement near Durban, South Africa.

The Phoenix settlement was officially started in December 1904 and, despite
various issues, Indian Opinion continued to be published from there. Gandhi
attempted to draw relatives and friends who had come from India to Phoenix,
although it was difficult for him to persuade many who had come to South Africa
in search of a better life to move to a remote farm for minimum wages. He admitted
that there were some difficulties at first and changes had to be made – there were
hopes and disappointments.
Gandhi had become the recognized leader of the Indian community in
South Africa and his movement of passive resistance was having an impact.
British official and author Lionel Curtis, who served in South Africa, would
1904 Gandhi as a barrister in Johannesburg. The suited figure we see here stands in stark
contrast to the image of Gandhi that has prevailed in history.
56

say to him: ‘Mr Gandhi, you are preaching to the converted. It is not the vices
of Indians that Europeans in this country fear, but their virtues.’ Despite the
57
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1906 Gandhi (sitting, third from left) with his associates in South Africa.
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1906 Gandhi (second row, sitting fourth from left) with members of the Indian volunteer
Ambulance Corps of stretcher-bearers during the Zulu rebellion in South Africa.

fact that tension between whites and Indians was growing, Gandhi decided to

The Zulu rebellion was a punitive expedition that descended into shootings

abandon the political arena and join the British Army during the Zulu rebellion

and floggings. Since white physicians and nurses would not tend to the Zulus,

in 1906 with a group of 24 Indian volunteers to serve as stretcher-bearers and

the Indians took up the task and were witness to the horrors of black men being

sanitation aides. Gandhi said he joined because he believed that ‘the British

whipped till their skin was in strips. The Indian volunteers marched up to 40 miles

Empire existed for the welfare of the world’. By all accounts, he felt a genuine

a day, treating Zulus who were suffering and in acute agony. After a month, the

loyalty to the British.

ambulance service was disbanded. Gandhi came back with the rank of Sergeant
58
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Major and was awarded a medal. On his return, he plunged into a cold war with
the British, using his unquestionable moral force to engage in a battle that would
make him a global icon and one of India’s greatest leaders.

THE TERM ‘SATYAGRAHA’
Gandhi struggled to find the right phrase to describe his version of civil
disobedience. There was the common English phrase ‘passive resistance’, but
he argued that this could be characterized by hatred and violence. It was clear,
he would write later, that Indians needed to coin a new word to describe their
non-violent struggle. In Indian Opinion he announced a prize for the reader
who came up with the best suggestion. It was Maganlal Gandhi, his nephew,
who suggested the word ‘sadagraha’, meaning ‘firmness in a good cause’. Gandhi
changed the word to ‘satyagraha’ (‘sat’ for truth and ‘agraha’ meaning firmness).
The word would later become synonymous with Gandhi in South Africa and
in India.

FROM SATYAGRAHI TO CELIBATE
While in the Ambulance Corps and rendering service in the Zulu uprising, Gandhi
had occasion to think long and hard about the concept of brahmacharya (celibacy
for life) and its implications, and how indispensable it was for self-realization.
He pondered these issues for some weeks, including the vow of abstinence
from sex. As he wrote in his autobiography, he could not live for both the flesh
and the spirit. Without the observance of brahmacharya, he was convinced,
service towards the family would be at odds with service to the community.
Once he was back from his Ambulance Corps service, he told Kasturba of his
decision to abstain from sex. According to Louis Fischer’s account, she made no
1906 Sergeant Major Gandhi (Ambulance Corps) during the Zulu rebellion. He was

appointed after taking an oath: ‘Be faithful and bear true allegiance to His Majesty
King Edward.’
60

protest. Gandhi himself would say she was never the ‘temptress’ and it was he
who determined the character of their physical relationship. Gandhi remained
celibate from 1906, when he took the vow at the age of 37, till his death in 1948.
61
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In his autobiography, he confessed that he did not realize the magnitude and
immensity of the task he had undertaken. Yet he was equally convinced that it
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1908 Above and facing page: Gandhi with other satyagrahis outside the Johannesburg
prison after being released.

was the only path for him. He saw this self-purification as a preliminary act for

They were ordered to register or leave the Transvaal. Failing to do either, they were

‘satyagraha’, a concept that would define his life. To commit himself to satyagraha,

brought before a magistrate on 11 January 1908. Gandhi was among them. He

Gandhi decided he needed to be fit and cultivate purity. He gave up milk because

had attended the same court as a lawyer; now he stood in the dock. Gandhi told

he believed it stimulated animal passion. He then decided to live on a fruit diet

the judge that as their leader, he merited the heaviest punishment. He was handed

and not only that, the cheapest fruit available. He practically did away with

down a sentence of two months’ imprisonment. It was the first time Gandhi would

cooked food – raw groundnuts, bananas, dates, lemons and olive oil made up his

experience jail and wear prison clothes: a loose coarse jacket marked with a broad

normal diet.

arrow, short trousers (one leg dark, the other light, also marked with an arrow),

‘BLACK ACT’ CONSIGNED TO ASHES

thick grey woollen socks, leather sandals and a small cap not unlike the Gandhi
cap he would make famous later. The cell could hold 13 prisoners and was clearly
marked ‘For Coloured Debtors’. Soon, an emissary of General Jan Christiaan Smuts

The Empire Theatre in Johannesburg was the stage for a mass meeting organized

(who was minister of interior, mines and defence) came to Gandhi in prison with a

by Gandhi in September 1906. The meeting was in response to the Asiatic

formula for compromise. Gandhi in his prison uniform met General Smuts at his

Registration Act, which required all male Asians, including Indians, to register

office in Johannesburg and agreed to Smuts’ offer to repeal the Asiatic Registration

with the authorities, to be fingerprinted and accept a certificate that they were

Act if Indians registered themselves voluntarily. All of the prisoners, including

required to carry at all times. A person who failed to register would lose the right

Gandhi, were set free. Many Indians felt that Gandhi trusted Smuts too much.

of residence and could be imprisoned, fined or deported from the Transvaal.

Pashtuns, in particular, felt betrayed because they had fought in the British Army,

The Indian community branded it a ‘Black Act’, and Gandhi declared that ‘even

which defeated the Boers. Now they were being humiliated by the Boers and were

a crooked policy would turn straight if only we are true to ourselves’. The Indians

being asked to give their fingerprints like petty criminals.

prepared for satyagraha. The prime minister of South Africa, Louis Botha, sent a

Gandhi arranged to register on 10 February 1908. As he walked to the

message saying he ‘was helpless’. Some Indians took out permits but most refused.

registration bureau, a group of Pashtuns followed, and one of them attacked
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1908 Two thousand registration certificates going up in flames outside Hamidia Mosque,
Johannesburg.
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Passive resistance was resumed and a meeting was called at Hamidia Mosque
in Johannesburg on 16 August 1908. A huge iron cauldron was placed on a raised
platform and more than 2,000 registration certificates collected from those

him. Gandhi fainted. When he recovered, he was told that his assailants had

gathered were thrown in and set alight. The crowd erupted in jubilation. The

been arrested. ‘They should be released,’ Gandhi said, adding that they believed

Indians were also joined by Chinese settlers. A London Daily Mail correspondent

in what they were doing and that he did not want to prosecute them. Though

who was present compared it to the Boston Tea Party, when demonstrators in

most Indians did register, Smuts denied that he had ever promised to repeal the

Boston had destroyed an entire shipment of tea sent by the East India Company,

Asiatic Registration Act.

in defiance of the Tea Act of 1773.
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[Volksrust Gaol,]
November 9, 1908
Beloved Kastur,
I have received Mr. West’s telegram today about
your illness. It cuts my heart. I am very much
grieved but I am not in a position to go there
to nurse you. I have offered my all to the
satyagraha struggle. My coming there is out
of the question. I can come only if I pay the
fine, which I must not. If you keep courage
and take the necessary nutrition, you will
recover. If, however, my ill luck so has it
that you pass away, I should only say that
there would be nothing wrong in your doing so
in your separation from me while I am still
alive. I love you so dearly that even if you
are dead, you will be alive to me. Your soul
is deathless. I repeat what I have frequently
told you and assure you that if you do succumb
to your illness, I will not marry again. Time
and again I have told you that you may quietly
breathe your last with faith in God. If you die,
even that death of yours will be a sacrifice to
the cause of satyagraha. My struggle is not
merely political. It is religious and therefore
quite pure. It does not matter much whether one
dies in it or lives. I hope and expect that you
will also think likewise and not be unhappy. I
ask this of you.
Mohan Das

1909 At Verulam, 17 miles north of Durban, with Kasturba and a young boy.
Following surgery in February 1909, Kasturba had become quite weak, to
the extent that she could barely sit. To regain her strength, the doctor suggested

1908 Towards the end of 1908, Gandhi’s wife Kasturba fell ill. So obsessed was he with

satyagraha that he paid little attention to his family and personal life. Gandhi was
criticized by many for his relationship with his family, which bordered on indifference.
In this letter to Kasturba, he explains his situation and how satyagraha was
everything to him.
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that she should be given beef tea. Gandhi refused permission unless Kasturba
herself consented to this. Gandhi immediately rushed to the hospital only to
discover that the doctor had already given her the tea as she was in no condition
to be consulted. He was very upset, but the doctor was unrelenting: ‘So long as
67
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your wife is under my treatment, I must have the option to give her anything I
wish.’ When Gandhi asked Kasturba, she said: ‘I will not take beef tea…I would
far rather die in your arms than pollute my body with such abominations.’
Gandhi was ‘delighted’. He always believed that the ‘body should not be dearer
than the soul’.

SPEAKING UP IN LONDON: GANDHI’S RAM,
SAVARKAR’S DURGA
Gandhi sailed from South Africa on 23 June 1909 and reached London on 10 July.
He had gone mainly to lobby for Indians in South Africa but would cast a wider
net. On 24 October, he was invited to preside over Dussehra celebrations (a Hindu
festival held to mark the victory of good over evil), organized by local Indians.
He accepted the invitation, although the condition was that there should be no
political content in the speeches. Veer Savarkar, a staunch Hindu nationalist who
was studying law in London and had first met Gandhi earlier in 1906, was also
invited as a speaker. In spite of their pledge, both Gandhi and Savarkar conveyed
their political ideals concealed in religious speeches to the audience. While
speaking about the festival, Gandhi praised the virtues of pacifist Lord Ram, and
Savarkar extolled Goddess Durga who eliminates evil – both referred to their
political ideologies, which were at variance when it came to methods, one peaceful
and the other militant. The audience consisted of Hindus and Muslims and when
Savarkar spoke, he declared: ‘Hindus are the heart of Hindustan,’ adding that just
as the beauty of the rainbow is enhanced by its varied hues, Hindustan would
appear more beautiful if it assimilated all that was best in Muslim, Parsi, Jewish
and other communities. Gandhi agreed with his views, but his trip to London
was more ambitious. He succeeded in making the ‘South Africa and India’ issue a
matter of Imperial concern. More importantly, for the first time, Gandhi began to
involve himself in furthering the cause of India’s independence. While in London,
1909 Gandhi returned to London as a public figure, in contrast to his earlier position as a
law student.
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he sought out Indians who represented all shades of political beliefs. It was to be
the beginning of an epic journey.
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HIND SWARAJ: A BLUEPRINT FOR THE INDIAN REPUBLIC
With the trip to London falling short of his expectations, and fearing he would be
arrested on his return to South Africa, Gandhi threw himself into work. While on
the ship to South Africa, he caught up with correspondence, translated Count Leo
Tolstoy’s ‘A Letter to a Hindu’ into Gujarati, wrote a preface and, most importantly,
worked on his first book. The book – Hind Swaraj (Indian Home Rule) – would
be the most fruitful result of the voyage. Writing by hand at a frantic pace, he
completed the 271-page manuscript in just nine days – being ambidextrous, he
wrote almost 60 pages with his left hand when his right hand grew tired. The book
constituted a series of dialogues between Gandhi as an editor, and a reader, the
typical Indian, who was loosely modelled on Indian pro-independence activist
Veer Savarkar and his militant ideology. It questions whether there can be true
home rule or self-government (swaraj) without self-rule. The book contained
chapters on Congress, the partition of Bengal, the meaning of swaraj and Indian
civilization, with the editor and the reader discussing the prevailing conditions
in India through various issues, such as the railways, Hindu–Muslim relations,
and the role of lawyers and doctors. Of all his books, Hind Swaraj was the one he
liked best and, 40 years later, he would present it to Jawaharlal Nehru, explaining
that it contained the blueprint for the Indian Republic. Hind Swaraj reaffirmed
Gandhi’s view that independence was possible only through passive resistance and
that India would never be free unless it rejected Western civilization, which was
unhealthy for India. The original, written in Gujarati and first published in 1909,
was banned by the British, but not the English translation, which, they felt, would
have little impact on English-speaking Indians.

1909 Gandhi with a friend, Haji Ojer Ali, in South Africa.
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