Gandhi
A Life of Contr AdiCtions

GANDHI
A N I L LU S T R AT E D BIO G R A PH Y

Gandhi
P ra mo d K a p o o r

A Life of Contr AdiCtions

Acknowledgments
When I began my research on Mahatma Gandhi, I contacted a number of scholars and thinkers who
had made impressive contributions to the literature on him. Some were generous with their time and
suggestions; others dismissed my request as a worthless exercise. While the former imparted knowledge,
the latter generated an intense inner determination. Both contributed to my experiment with Gandhi,
so to them my sincere gratitude.
First, a big thanks to my colleagues who helped in putting this book together. Without very able and
diligent support from my colleagues, this book would have taken much longer to publish. To Sneha, our
most trusted designer, who has been part of our team for nearly 20 years and whom I consider to be the
best in the business. To Priya, my editor, whose demanding but very valuable suggestions made this book
what it is. To Neelam Narula and Dipali Singh for their editorial support. Saloni Vaid, a very able photo
researcher, followed the leads meticulously and produced images on demand.
Alison Moore, an accomplished editor from the United Kingdom, helped me adapt the Indian
edition for international readers. I would like to acknowledge her valuable suggestions and diligent
editing. Thank you, Ali.
My friendship with some of the best Gandhian scholars and historians of our time has been
invaluable. Among them was Professor Mushirul Hasan, who got me going and encouraged me to
pursue the subject. My gratitude also goes to Tridip Surhud, ever helpful and the finest mind on
Gandhian literature; and to Dr Ashis Nandy, who gave me hours of his time, especially at the beginning
of the project, and helped me understand some of the most difficult parts of Gandhi’s story. Thomas
Weber was generous with his extensive knowledge and understanding. The piece on the Salt Satyagraha
is largely inspired by his writing on the subject and I thank him with a deep sense of gratitude for
reading the manuscript. At the very start I had the opportunity to share lunch with Dr Sunil Khilnani
and his wife Katherine in London. Their initial appreciation and subsequent critique helped shape the
book. My thanks to John Falconer, lead curator, visual arts, at the British Library, for being such a good
friend and helping with material I could never have found without him. I also thank Shahid Amin and
feel privileged to have the support of Dr Vinay Lal, E.S. Reddy, Ken Robbins, Vikram Raghavan and
many other scholar friends who have been part of this journey.
From time to time I sent short pieces to my friends and can be accused of using them as my
sounding boards. T.N. Ninan, whom I consider the finest newspaper editor, read a couple of pieces. He
trashed the first one and suggested ways to improve it – I remember how thrilled I was to read his
message about the second one, which he called a ‘riveting read’. S. Prasannarajan came up with the title
My Experiment with Gandhi, which I have used as the title for the introductory chapter in the book.
Krishna Prasad, then editor-in-chief, Outlook, who published excerpts of my stories in his magazine,
was a constant source of encouragement. Tony Jessudasan, despite his extensive travel and professional
commitments, acted as a model reader and came up with very useful suggestions. Then there was Dilip
Bobb, a master craftsman with words who helped with rewriting passages and editing them. Thank you,
Dilip, for all your hard work and help.
My wife Kiran has been an adviser and researcher and has accompanied me all over the world in
search of archival material. She has the ability to find unique data and images that I have often
overlooked. Thanks are also due to Kapil and Diya for reading the pieces from time to time and for
bearing with me at times when I would talk for hours about Gandhiji and nothing else. There is no
formal thanks for them – my affection says it all.

To Maa and Pitaji
Writing this book brought me closer to them

Contents

MY EXPERIMENT WITH GANDHI

16

1 869 –1 91 4
Early years in India, england and South Africa

30

1 91 5 –1 929
Return to India, the Non-cooperation Movement
and the Call for Independence

96

1930 –1939
Salt Satyagraha and the Round table conferences

166

1 940 –1946
The Cripps Mission and Quit India movement

228

1 946 –1 947
communal riots, Partition and Independence
Dissenting pamphlets and posters formed part of the propaganda used during India’s struggle for freedom.
Many families who sympathized with the struggle and Gandhi’s call for civil disobedience hid printing presses
in their basements. The non-cooperation tree in the pamphlet above represents two factions: the Swaraj Part
(left side of the tree), which was against Gandhi’s decision to withdraw the movement after instances of
violence, and the No-Changers (right side of the tree), who agreed with his view. Barring this minor difference
in thought, the two factions shared the same ideology and goal of ‘Purna Swaraj’, or complete independence.

280

1 948
Assassination and funeral

300

select BIBLIOGRAPHY
INDEX

322
325

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi: A life
1869 2 October
1879–80
1882
1885
1888 June
4 September
October
6 November
1890 June
19 September
1891 10 June
12 June
1892 14 May
28 October
1893 April
26 May
7 June
1893
1894 22 August
1896 5 June
30 November
12 December
1897 4 May
1899 11 October
1900 22 May
1901 October
1901–1902
1902

Born in Porbandar, Gujarat.
Primary schooling at Rajkot, Gujarat.
Marries Kasturba.
Father Karamchand Gandhi dies at 63.
Birth of first son, Harilal.
Sails for England for higher studies.
Reaches Southampton, England.
Joins Inner Temple, London.
Passes the London Matriculation.
Joins the London Vegetarian Society and becomes a member of
the executive committee.
Called to the Bar.
Sails for India, and on reaching Bombay learns of his mother’s
death.
Receives permission to practise in Kathiawar courts, but fails
to establish a successful practice.
Second son Manilal born.
Sails for South Africa, becomes a legal adviser to Dada
Abdullah & Company.
Refuses to remove his turban; leaves the court.
Thrown out of first-class carriage of train at Pietermaritzburg
station. Vows to dedicate himself to active non-violent
resistance.
Reads Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God Is Within You.
Founds the National Indian Congress in South Africa.
Sails to India and addresses meetings on behalf of Indians in
South Africa.
Sails for South Africa with his family.
Reaches Durban, South Africa.
Third son Ramdas born.
Establishes Indian Ambulance Corps during Boer War.
Assists Kasturba in the delivery of fourth son, Devdas.
Leaves South Africa for India.
Attends Indian National Congress session in Calcutta. Opens
law office in Bombay; fails to establish a successful practice.
Returns to South Africa without family, after urgent request
from Indian community.
8

1903 February
4 June
1904 October
December
1906 July
11 September

Opens law office in Johannesburg.
First issue of Indian Opinion published.
Reads John Ruskin’s Unto This Last.
Establishes Phoenix settlement.
Takes vow of brahmacharya (celibacy for life).
Starts satyagraha at Empire Theatre in Johannesburg, where
people take pledge to oppose Asiatic Registration Bill (the
Black Act).
1 October
Sails for England to present Indians’ case to Colonial Secretary.
1908 10 January
Sentenced to two-month imprisonment in South Africa but
released on 31 January.
30 January
Signs agreement with General Smuts on Voluntary
Registration.
10 February
Assaulted by Mir Alam and others.
16 August
Addresses mass meetings in Johannesburg where registration
certificates are burnt.
14 October
Arrested at Volksrust, sentenced to two months’ hard labour,
released on 12 December.
1909 25 February
Again arrested at Volksrust and sentenced to three months,
released on 24 May.
23 June
Sails for England from Cape Town, South Africa.
24 October
Attends Dussehra festival in London with Veer Savarkar also in
attendance.
13–22 November
Sails for South Africa from London. Writes Hind Swaraj and
translates Tolstoy’s ‘A Letter to a Hindu’ on board the Kildonan
Castle.
1910 June
Establishes Tolstoy Farm with Hermann Kallenbach. Vows to
give up milk and experiments with fruit-based diet.
1911 15 May
Differences with eldest son Harilal.
1912 22 October
Gopal Krishna Gokhale arrives in Cape Town. Gandhi
accompanies him on a tour of South Africa.
1913 22–23 September Kasturba arrested and sentenced to three months’ rigorous
imprisonment.
11 November
Sentenced to nine months’ imprisonment with his European
co-workers, Henry Polak and Hermann Kallenbach; released
early on 18 December.
1914 13 January
Negotiations begin with General Smuts. Satyagraha campaign
suspended pending agreement between them and C.F.
Andrews, and with ultimate passage of Indian Relief Act.
18 July
Sails for England, leaving South Africa for good.
19 December
Sails for India from London.
9

1915 9 January
17 February
20 May
26 June
11 September
1916 6 February
26 December
1917 10 April
April
June
7 November
1918 15 March
18 March
22 March
1919 24 February
13 April
7 September
8 October
1920 1 August
1921 31 July
22 September
19 November
24 December
1922 29 January
4 February

Reaches Bombay.
Visits Rabindranath Tagore’s Santiniketan, Bengal.
Establishes Satyagraha Ashram at Kochrab, near Ahmedabad.
Awarded ‘Kaisar-e-Hind’ gold medal.
First Harijan family moves into the Satyagraha Ashram.
Speaks at the inauguration of Banaras Hindu University,
upsetting Annie Besant, Lord Hardinge and the maharajas
present on the dais.
Attends Indian National Congress session at Lucknow; meets
Jawaharlal Nehru for the first time.
Travels to Patna in Bihar with Rajkumar Shukla to investigate
conditions of indigo farmers.
Leads satyagraha campaign for rights of indigo farmers in
Champaran, Bihar; arrested at Motihari but case withdrawn.
Later joined by Mahadev Desai at Champaran.
Establishes Sabarmati Ashram near Ahmedabad, Gujarat.
Mahadev Desai becomes Gandhi’s secretary.
Starts indefinite fast (first in India) to resolve dispute between
mill owners and mill hands of Ahmedabad, Gujarat.
Breaks the fast in three days after compromise between workers
and mill owners.
Addresses meeting of 5,000 peasants at Nadiad, Gujarat; urges
them not to pay land revenue.
Satyagraha pledge against ‘Rowlatt Act’.
Jallianwala Bagh massacre at Amritsar; Gandhi announces
three-day fast in Ahmedabad.
First issue of Navajivan published.
First issue of Young India published.
Returns ‘Kaiser-e-Hind’ award to British government.
Commences non-cooperation movement.
Presides over a bonfire of foreign cloth in Bombay.
Resolves to wear a loin-cloth only in devotion to khadi and
simplicity.
Fasts for five days at Bombay because of communal riots,
following visit of Prince of Wales.
Mass civil disobedience. Gandhi invested with ‘sole executive
authority’ on behalf of Congress.
Bardoli taluka in Gujarat resolved against payment of land
revenue; civil disobedience.
Riots at Chauri–Chaura, United Provinces.
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10 March
21 March
1923 26 November
1924 12 January
17 September
1925 7 November
3 December
26–28 December
1928 3 February
December
1929 31 October
27–31 December
1930 26 January
12 March
6 April
5 May
1931 5 March
7 September

5 November
6 December
14 December
1932 1 January

Arrested at Sabarmati on charge of sedition for article in Young
India. Pleads guilty at the ‘great trial’ in Ahmedabad. Sentenced
to six years’ imprisonment.
Transferred to Yeravda Jail, Poona, Maharashtra.
Starts writing Satyagraha in South Africa in Yeravda Jail.
Operated on for appendicitis and unconditionally released
from prison on 5 February.
Begins 21-day fast for communal harmony at Maulana
Mohammed Ali’s house, Delhi.
Madeleine Slade joins Satyagraha Ashram, and is named
Mirabehn.
The serialization of Autobiography or The Story of My
Experiments with Truth commences in Young India.
Announces one-year political silence and immobility at
Congress session at Cawnpore (Kanpur), United Provinces.
Boycotts Simon Commission.
Moves resolution in Congress session at Calcutta, calling for
complete independence within one year, or else the beginning
of another all-India satyagraha campaign.
Viceroy Lord Irwin announces Round Table Conference in
London.
Congress session at Lahore declares ‘Complete Independence’
(Purna Swaraj) and boycott of the legislature.
Proclamation of the Indian Declaration of Independence.
Begins historic Salt March from Sabarmati to Dandi in Gujarat
with 79 volunteers.
Breaks the salt law at Dandi seashore.
Arrested and sent to Yeravda Jail; released on 26 January 1931.
Signs Gandhi–Irwin (Viceroy) Pact. Civil disobedience ends.
Visits London to attend Second Round Table Conference. Stays
at Kingsley Hall. Conference ends on 1 December. During this
period he visits universities, meets celebrities, and broadcasts
to America.
Attends (in his loin-cloth) the royal reception for the delegates
of the Second Round Table Conference at Buckingham Palace at
the invitation of King George V.
Visits Romain Rolland in Switzerland.
Sails to India from Brindisi, Italy, after meeting Mussolini in
Rome on 12 December.
Congress Working Committee adopts the resolution of Civil
Disobedience.
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4 January
18 August
20 September
26 September
1933 8 May
16 June
1 August
16 August

7 November
1934 25 June
17 September
30 October
1935 December
1936 May
12 November
1939 2 February
3 March

23 July
1940 11 October

1942
15 January
8 August

Arrested in Bombay and detained without trial at Yeravda Jail.
Sardar Patel is a fellow prisoner.
Writes to Ramsay MacDonald declaring his intention to fast
unto death against the Communal Award.
Begins fast unto death in protest against separate electorates
for untouchables.
Concludes ‘epic fast’ with historic cell scene in presence of
Rabindranath Tagore after British accept the ‘Poona Pact’.
Begins self-purification fast in prison, and is released.
Youngest son Devdas marries Lakshmi Rajagopalachari.
Arrested in Ahmedabad and sent to Sabarmati Prison in
Gujarat; later shifted to Yeravda Jail.
Sentenced to one-year imprisonment at Yeravda. Starts
fast against the refusal of permission to work against
untouchability while in prison; taken to hospital on the fifth
day, and unconditionally released on the eighth day.
Nationwide Harijan Yatra commenced.
A bomb is thrown by a Hindu at Gandhi’s car in Poona.
Declares intention to retire from Congress.
Resigns from Congress.
Margaret Sanger, pioneering American birth control activist,
visits Gandhi at Wardha, Maharashtra.
Eldest son Harilal converts to Islam.
Travancore temples (in Travancore princely state, now in
Kerala) open to Harijans.
Kasturba arrested in Rajkot, Gujarat.
Commences fast at Rajkot against the breach of trust. Breaks
fast on 7 March; Chief Justice Maurice Gwyer appointed
arbitrator.
Writes to Hitler for first time, and again on 24 December 1941.
Both letters remain undelivered.
Congress Working Committee meeting at Sevagram, Wardha.
Launches limited, individual civil disobedience campaign
against Britain’s refusal to allow Indians to express their
opinions regarding the First World War.
Meets Sir Stafford Cripps in New Delhi, calls his proposals ‘a
post-dated cheque’. Proposals ultimately rejected by Congress.
Informs Congress Working Committee at Sevagram that
Jawaharlal Nehru is his political heir.
Congress passes ‘Quit India’ resolution. Gandhi leads nationwide satyagraha under the slogan ‘Do or Die’.
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9 August
15 August
1943 10 February
1944 22 February
1945 14 June
15 June
1946 23 March
25 June
4 July
16 August
2 September
10 October
15 October
6 November
1947 2 June
13 August
1 September
9 September
1948 12 January
20 January
30 January
31 January

Arrested with Kasturba and other Congress Working
Committee members in Bombay; imprisoned at the Aga Khan
Palace Prison, Poona, Maharashtra.
Death of Mahadev Desai; cremated at Aga Khan Palace Prison.
Begins 21-day fast at Aga Khan Palace to end deadlock in
negotiations between viceroy and Indian leaders. Later, on
6 May 1944, released unconditionally after decline in health.
Death of Kasturba; cremated at Aga Khan Palace Prison.
Lord Wavell calls for negotiations.
Congress Working Committee members released from
Ahmednagar Fort Prison. Ban on Congress lifted.
Three-member British delegation reaches Delhi.
Congress Working Committee adopts resolution to accept
formation of the Constituent Assembly.
Viceroy Lord Wavell forms an interim government.
Communal riots in Calcutta.
Twelve-member interim government formed, headed by
Jawaharlal Nehru.
Communal violence in Noakhali, Bengal.
Muslim League representatives join the interim government.
Leaves for Noakhali. On 2 January, barefoot march to
Noakhali commences.
Opposes Congress’ decision to accept division of country into
India and Pakistan.
In Calcutta with Shaheed Suhrawardy.
Starts indefinite fast against communal violence in Calcutta.
Breaks fast on 4 September.
Reaches Delhi. Visits refugee camps to stop rioting and
killing.
Fasts for five days in Delhi for communal unity.
A bomb is thrown during prayer meeting.
Assassinated at Birla House by Nathuram Vinayak Godse.
Dies at 78.
Cremated on the banks of the Yamuna by third son, Ramdas.
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‘Generations to come, it may well be, will scarce
believe that such a man as this one ever in flesh
and blood walked upon this Earth.’
Albert Einstein

My Experiment with Gandhi

S

My e xpe rime n t wit h Gan dhi

ome years ago, I was surprised by the arrival of two policemen at my office.

I have neither read Lady Chatterley’s Lover nor Wendy Doniger but every time

They announced: ‘Sir, we have come to take you with us.’

books are banned, I am driven by an emotion difficult to describe, which has to do

As I had been in book publishing for most of my life, except for a

with freedom of speech and the written word, yet is mixed with an apprehension

short time when I was running a newspaper, I had become somewhat

of harassment. As long as works pass the test of authenticity, factual research and

thick-skinned, but I must admit I was totally unprepared for such a situation. My

corroboration, publishers like me are excited about publishing books that provide

heart skipped a few beats as I asked, ‘Why?’

new material or insights into the subject. That is why I did not have any fear while

‘You have published a book that may incite the public,’ said one of them in a
voice that lacked conviction but sounded well rehearsed.

writing about Gandhi’s personal life, which had darker shades too.
Writing about Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was to me a privilege and a

Indeed, we had commissioned an interesting book on Dr Bhimrao Ambedkar,

duty. He is Bapu, father of the nation, the Mahatma and a leader who has been

a social reformer popularly known as the father of the Indian Constitution, but

analysed, re-analysed, criticized and applauded by several generations from the

it was more of a personal history than a political tome. When I signed up the

time the first book was written about him – Joseph Doke’s M.K. Gandhi: An Indian

book, I did so in the belief that if Ambedkar were alive he would have endorsed

Patriot in South Africa – in 1908, and his own first book in 1909 (Hind Swaraj).

it. After all, he had included some of what I was going to publish in his own

Although there have been rare instances of local or limited restrictions on books on

autobiography. However, not a single chapter had been submitted by the author

Gandhi, such as Stanley Wolpert’s Nine Hours to Rama and Joseph Lelyveld’s Great

at that point. So I composed myself and asked for a warrant. They did not have

Soul: Mahatma Gandhi and His Struggle with India, no one has protested against, or

one. Sensing my refusal to be cowed, they left, but with a warning that if any

burnt, books about him. So I hope the police will not return to my office, this time

of my actions disturbed public sentiment they had the right to arrest me. As it

with the document they lacked earlier.

happens, the book was never published – the author died suddenly, leaving no

Gandhi called his life an open book and wrote and spoke about it with complete

manuscript. And now I am publishing Gandhi: An Illustrated Biography, which

honesty. I did not live in that era, but I have read books and articles that show no

mentions Gandhi’s sexuality and other personal details, but this time I do so

one was more critical of his actions than he was. In publishing this illustrated book,

without fear of a knock on my door. They don’t generally issue warrants for

I was driven by a passion and fascination, despite disagreeing with some of his

publishing books on Gandhi.

actions and personal history. I plunged into the task of reading and researching the

A few years ago my Norwegian friend William Nygaard, with whom we had

millions of words that have been written about Gandhi the man, the crusader, the

published a couple of non-political books, received six bullets that were meant

husband, father, leader and politician, completely immersing myself in the project

for Salman Rushdie. He had dared to publish the Norwegian edition of Satanic

at the cost of everything else.

Verses. Publishing has its risks. I had earlier faced a criminal suit and for close to

When I started, I had very little knowledge about Gandhi, except what I had

11 years had to be present at the Tis Hazari criminal courts in Delhi for publishing

learnt in school or from anecdotes told by family members who supported him

an illustrated edition of the Kama Sutra with visuals that were painted a few

in the freedom movement. I took the plunge a couple of years ago, following my

hundred years previously. Then some years ago, the youth wing of a political party

publisher’s instinct.

demonstrated in front of an embassy merely because an author from that country

To take the idea further, I discussed it with my old friend and author Mushirul

had written an innocuous biography of their leader, which we intended to publish.

Hasan. Without him realizing what he was getting me into, and I equally ignorant
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of the ocean-like vastness of the subject, I started reading The Collected Works

A day after my wedding, my mother suffered a stroke; she was paralysed and

of Mahatma Gandhi, as he suggested. The next six months changed my life. I

lost her speech. She retained the ability to recite only one phrase: ‘Patita Paavana

discovered many interesting real-life instances and stories, which would fascinate

Sitaram’, a Ram dhun – a hymn devoted to Rama – that Gandhi helped make a

a lay reader but were perhaps too trivial for scholars to mention in their in-depth

household hymn. She repeated it in times of happiness or distress. Perhaps this was

studies. After all, so much has been written on Gandhi that unless the vaults of

a part of Gandhi that remained with her, the only words she would speak in later

private archives are unsealed or Gandhi’s descendants decide to make public or

life. Memories of her resurfaced as I worked on the book.

auction their private papers, there is little left to discover. Yet, partly because of

Gandhi is viewed and reviewed, analysed and interpreted in a different manner

my fascination with what I was reading and partly because of my publisher’s nose,

every decade or so. What emerges from this revision and re-evaluation is the

I felt that his story needed to be retold for the present generation. I have tried to

complexity of his character and its contradictions. A master of conflict resolution,

convey the stories as they happened without being overly judgmental. What makes

he would forge agreements with his fiercest critics, but he could be extremely

this book different from all the others that have been written about Gandhi is that

dictatorial when dealing with his closest relatives or his followers. He would often

each time I went digging for archival material, I stumbled across a piece of history

give in to his adversaries in seeking peaceful resolutions but would force his doting

or fascinating information considered irrelevant by historians. The more I dug, the

wife or staunchest followers to act against their wishes. At the height of the khadi

more stories emerged and the more my interest grew. It brought to life just how

movement, when Gandhi exhorted everyone to boycott foreign clothes, his wife

complex a character he had been, perhaps the greatest living statesman in history, a

Kasturba complained that she could not wear a khadi sari and cook – it was too

born leader and revolutionary, a man of extraordinary courage and vision, but also

heavy to do her chores – and asked for his permission to wear something lighter.

someone who was often at odds with his own teachings, at odds with the leaders

Gandhi got so annoyed that he told his wife not to cook at all, for he would not eat

and statesmen with whom he worked or negotiated, and at odds with many aspects

food cooked by her while wearing unholy foreign cloth.

of his own character, especially as a father and a husband.

In 1915, as he embarked on a journey to discover India, the leaders he met,

Gandhi came to me early, as I suppose he does to many Indians, at school, where

influenced or came into conflict with, and the mass of Indians who were fascinated

he was required reading. Like others at the time, my parents were deeply influenced

by the man and his methods, eventually elevated him to the position of Mahatma

by Gandhi and impatiently wanted their children to read Gandhi’s autobiography

(‘great soul’). Gandhi himself approached his discovery of India and its people with

even before they were mature enough to understand the book or the subject.

childlike enthusiasm, talking to the people he met and shared space with. While

Although we were not a ‘Gandhian’ family, examples from his life were invariably

Indian leaders were discovering Gandhi, he was familiarizing himself with India

quoted when we children did something wrong – in those days there was a little

as an apprentice.

bit of Gandhi in everyone’s life. My earliest visual memory is of a photograph of

Lord Reading, viceroy of India, once remarked: ‘There is nothing striking

Gandhi, Nehru and Patel that hung alongside that of a revolutionary hero, Chandra

about his appearance… I would have passed him by in the street without a second

Shekhar Azad, in our living room in Banaras. That was decades ago and many of

look at him. When he talks, the impression is different. He is direct, and expresses

those memories have faded. It was a family tragedy that has kept his name alive

himself well in excellent English with a fine appreciation of the value of the words

in my mind and it relates to his favourite bhajan – a devotional song – ‘Raghupati

he uses.’ Gandhi would use that power of expression (after all, he was trained as a

Raghav Raja Ram, Patita Paavana Sitaram’.

barrister) on the many crusades he undertook. One was to convert Indians who

20
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had become westernized in their speech and dress. Using his persuasive powers and
setting a personal example, he converted many westernized Indians into adopting a
‘swaraj’ (self-rule) lifestyle – one notable example was Motilal Nehru, who gave up
his Savile Row suits for home-spun khadi.
As suggested by his mentor, Gopal Krishna Gokhale, Gandhi travelled
extensively for the first few years after his arrival in India with his ‘ears open and
mouth shut’. He was emerging as a leader who would not only be a prime mover
for India’s independence but would give the world a unique armoury called nonviolence. By the early 1920s, Gandhi had been transformed into a leader with a
massive pan-Indian following. His insistence on travelling third class kept him
in touch with Indians of all classes. Thousands turned up to see him on railway
platforms during his train journeys or walked miles to hear him speak at public
meetings. Wherever he went, the cries of ‘Mahatma Gandhi ki jai!’ (long live
Mahatma Gandhi) were getting louder and reflected his fast-growing popularity
and stature. He had clearly captured the imagination of the people through his
novel methods of protest – non-violent and peaceful, but non-cooperative with the
authorities. The acceptance of him and his methods, however, was not universal.
Many political leaders and intellectuals questioned his non-violent satyagraha
(insistence on truth) movement. In fact, a fierce debate broke out over this tactic.
Many felt that while Gandhi used non-violent means, his ideas of protest were
aggressive and often resulted in violent action by his followers. In fact, he called
off his non-cooperation movement because it resulted in violence. Thousands of
young men and women had by then sacrificed their education and jobs as they
plunged into the freedom movement. Many of them felt let down. There was
also criticism of the fact that he was undertaking life-threatening fasts in order
to usher in peace. Leaders such as Annie Besant, M.A. Jinnah, M.R. Jayakar and
even the radical Bal Gangadhar Tilak did not always agree with him. Jamnadas
Dwarakadas, a close supporter of Tilak and Annie Besant, in his book Political
Memoirs has reproduced a wonderful dialogue between Tilak and Gandhi that
confirms this. At one stage during the conversation, Tilak said to Gandhi: ‘I am
afraid that you are not a politician…you are a great saint…I should advise you to
22
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sit in your ashram… but leave it to us to go out to the world…’ Gandhi in reply

Quit India movement, the Salt Satyagraha. Gandhi often compared the latter to the

said: ‘I plead guilty to the charge…’ and questioned Tilak: ‘Don’t you believe in

Boston Tea Party that preceded the American War of Independence.

non-violence as a suitable method…?’ To this Tilak replied: ‘I want swaraj. I want

Nevertheless, when it comes to Gandhi, the contradictions remain. His name

freedom for my country. Means is not a very important matter to me…but that

may now be synonymous with pacifism and non-violent struggle, but he was also

is a hypothetical question.’ Gandhi could never agree to any compromise on the

an astute general who used the arsenal of moral authority to gain victory and he

principle of non-violence.

unashamedly milked that ability when friends turned foes, as in his dealings with

The communists and those with left leanings, oddly enough, believed Gandhi

many political leaders. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill was not a fan, and

was a supporter of the capitalists and openly opposed him. In London, where

it fell on US President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, amid the turmoil of the Second

Gandhi had gone to attend the Second Round Table Conference, young communist

World War, to try reluctantly to intervene in Britain’s ‘India affair’, especially when

leaders shouted slogans of ‘Gandhi Murdabad’ (death to Gandhi).

Gandhi was dangerously ill on one of his life-threatening fasts.

It was not just the communists, but also some Western-orientated capitalists

Despite Gandhi’s ‘order’ to his friends to keep his life ‘an open book’, the

such as Burjor Padshah and Dinshaw Wacha, key directors of Tata Sons, who

private papers of some of those very close to him (the Pyarelal papers being one

criticized him, perhaps irked by Gandhi’s call for a boycott of mill-made cloth and

such example), as well as his personal letters to his immediate family, are not in the

in disagreement with his non-cooperation movement. Contrary to the general

public domain – they remain unpublished and inaccessible to most biographers,

belief that industrialists G.D. Birla and Jamnalal Bajaj were early donors to Gandhi’s

locked away in government and private vaults. It is to be hoped that one day they

cause, it was Sir Ratan Tata who had much earlier donated lakhs (100,000s) of

will be made public, if they survive.

rupees to Gandhi through Bal Gangadhar Tilak, in support of his fight against the
apartheid regime in South Africa.

When Gandhi returned to India, one of the first places he visited, along
with his fellows from the Phoenix settlement in Durban, South Africa, was

Gandhi’s crusades would come to define India and impose it on the

Rabindranath Tagore’s university at Santiniketan. It was Tagore who gave Gandhi

consciousness of the world. Gandhi never travelled to the United States, but he was

the title of Mahatma, and yet they disagreed on so many issues, especially the

revered by many across the Atlantic. The clergyman Dr John Haynes Holmes called

non-cooperation movement and on the boycott and burning of imported cloth.

him ‘the greatest man in the world’ in a 1921 sermon. And four years later, another

Both used their impressive writing skills to criticize each other in public. Tagore

American, the missionary Dr Eli Stanley, inspired by Gandhi, wrote the bestselling

created a play, Muktadhara, to convey his disagreement, while Gandhi produced

book The Christ of the Indian Road; this in turn was to influence Martin Luther

a wonderful piece, ‘The Great Sentinel’, as a counter-critique. However, they still

King Jr. Rather more surprisingly, perhaps, Gandhi visited Rome in 1931 to meet

remained friends – Gandhi raised substantial funds when Santiniketan was in a

with the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini, whom he later described as looking like

financial crisis and when Tagore passed away in 1941, Gandhi wrote one of the

‘a butcher’.

most moving obituaries.

What was fascinating about Gandhi and his methods was just how relentless

While we will continue to admire his life and achievements, it is – for someone

he was in his pursuit of a goal, starting with freedom from British rule. He would

who did not live in his time or his mind – more difficult to explain his personal

come up with one novel idea after another in the fight for freedom – the Khilafat

beliefs and how he treated his family and close friends. The treatment he meted out

movement, non-cooperation, the boycott of foreign clothes, homespun khadi, the

to his eldest son, Harilal, is an example. Harilal followed his father to jail in South
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Africa at a very young age and yet, inexplicably, Gandhi chose his nephew over

his eldest and later estranged son Harilal), Gandhi wrote an extremely moving

Harilal when it came to financing higher studies in Britain. The man who earned

obituary. Gandhi was very close to Rasiklal, who at the age of 17 had joined Jamia

fame for non-violence slapped his young wife, Kasturba, and then remarked that

Millia Islamia University in Delhi on his instructions to teach, but had then died of

he had learnt the first lesson of ahimsa (non-violence) from her silent tears. There

cholera. Gandhi wrote: ‘Truly speaking, death is God’s eternal blessing. The body

are many other such instances of Gandhi’s strange relationship with his family.

which is used up falls and the bird within it flies away. So long as the bird does not

They perhaps need a different psychological study. For him, his own family and the

die, the question of grief does not arise.’ Gandhi clearly had a premonition about

world at large was one institution and he treated both with equal objectivity. There

his own death. A few days before his assassination, he would repeat these thoughts

was no difference between them.

to his close friends and followers as if he had foreknowledge.

One of the most complex aspects of Gandhi’s life for me was the many women

In court Nathuram Godse, Gandhi’s assassin, while justifying his heinous

who were attracted to him, despite his vow of celibacy taken at the age of 37. Gandhi

action, praised Gandhi intermittently in his speech, which lasted almost the entire

himself admitted to an American journalist that Sarala Devi Choudhurani, Tagore’s

day. His defence was so forceful, Justice G.D. Khosla wrote in his memoir, that had

beautiful and elegant niece, nearly destroyed his marriage. He was nearing 50 then.

there been a jury, it would have acquitted him. Perhaps Gandhi himself would have

Gandhi’s sexual life or sexuality has been the subject of much debate and criticism,

defended Godse. In the twilight of his life he had already pronounced a verdict on

especially his personal yagna (test of his resolve), which involved sleeping naked

his would-be assassin: ‘If someone were to shoot me in the belief that he was getting

with a few close women followers including his teenage grandniece, Manubehn.

rid of a rascal, he would kill not the real Gandhi, but the one that appeared to him

Many close to him wrote to him advising against this practice. This was at the peak

a rascal.’ No wonder then, that I, and many more after me, will continue with the

of Hindu–Muslim riots in Noakhali, where he travelled as a pacifist in 1946–1947.

‘experiment with Gandhi’.

Parasram, his personal secretary at the time, wrote an angry ten-page letter after
witnessing this bizarre form of yagna, and quit his job. So did Prof. Sudhir Ghosh,
his Bengali translator. To his credit, Gandhi made no attempt to hide their letters,
often discussing the issue in public through letters and speeches. Yet, it seems the
writings of those who either participated in the yagna or witnessed it are not readily
available. I remember my first meeting with a senior social scientist. Before we
could settle down in the chairs on the lawns of India International Centre in Delhi,
I abruptly asked him what he thought of Gandhi sleeping naked with his teenage
grandniece. His equally abrupt but truthful reply was that he, too, felt uncomfortable
with this yagna. Of course, once we settled down he provided insights, explaining
Gandhi’s philosophy on sexuality.
While practising and preaching non-violence, Gandhi knew of the risk he was
taking with life and death. In fact, some of his most eloquent speeches and writings
relate to death. On the death of his favourite teenage grandson, Rasiklal (son of
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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

