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PUBLISHER’S NOTE 
 

Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, USA is proud to publish this book containing 
numerous letters and messages of Bapu (as Mahatma was fondly called by 
Indians) to Americans. 

The year 1998 has been declared by the Bhavan as the Year of Non-
violence to honour the memory of Mahatma who fell victim to an assassin’s bullet 
fifty years ago on January 30, 1948 in the service of humanity. This book is our 
humble effort in this direction during this year. 

This compilation of Mahatma’s writings addressed to Americans may not 
be complete. There may be Mahatma’s other letters to and correspondence with 
Americans that could not be found or traced. Still it is the first conscientious 
endeavour by Dr. E.S. Reddy who is dedicated to the Mahatma’s ideals and 
philosophy. His recent book of correspondence between Mahatma and Sarojini 
Naidu, the poetess and the close associate of Mahatma during India’s freedom 
struggle, has been well received. To understand the Mahatma’s philosophy of 
non-violence, satyagraha (insistence on truth) and service to mankind and 
environment, one should read this book which brings out the message of 
Mahatma with a deep human touch. It is our hope that this book with the 
Mahatma’s message of harmony of mankind will serve to reconcile the 
disharmony which characterises much of modern life. 

We thank Dr. E.S. Reddy for giving us this opportunity to bring out this 
publication. 

We also profusely thank the former President of India, Mr. R. 
Venkataraman, the former Cabinet Minister and the Governor of Maharashtra, 
freedom fighter under the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi and the conscientious 
statesman of modern India, Mr. C. Subramaniam, and the freedom fighter, 
Secretary to Mahatma Gandhi and Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel and the Bhavan’s 
Director General, Mr. S. Ramakrishnan for their Foreword, Preface and 
Observations respectively, since they could find time to write their well-
considered views on the book at a very short notice despite their busy schedule. 

Our thanks are due to New York Life Insurance Company for their interest 
in the book and whose generous grant made this publication possible. 

Last but not the least, our thanks are also due to Mr. Arun Maheshwari, 
Vani Prakashan, New Delhi who printed and presented this book in a very short 
time. 

New York                                                                             Dr. P. Jayaraman 
October 2, l998                                                                Executive Director 
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FOREWORD 

 

Gandhiji was not merely the Father of the Indian National Liberation, but 
the architect of a social revolution achieving in his own lifetime the abolition of 
millennia-old untouchability, emancipation of women and the spiritual 
regeneration of India. He combined in him the political insight of Plato, the 
saintliness of Spinoza and the faith in the masses of Marx. No leader received 
such a world-wide attention in one’s own lifetime as Gandhiji did. The greatest 
tribute to Gandhiji came from the renowned scientist Albert Einstein, when he 
said that “generations to come, it may be, will scarce believe that such a one as 
this, ever in flesh and blood, walked upon this Earth.” 

Gandhiji’s Satyagraha in South Africa, and even the Non-co-operation 
Movement in India, did not receive for several months much publicity abroad, 
thanks to the rigorous censorship clamped by the British rulers. However, as the 
Non-co-operation Movement gathered momentum, the world was fascinated by 
the saint defying the mighty British empire with non-violent resistance. Thereafter 
numerous journalists from America and other countries came to study the 
movement and report back home. All sorts of people began writing to Gandhiji 
seeking from autographs to clarification of his tenet of non-violence and Gandhiji 
diligently replied to them as he was anxious that the world should realise the 
significance of the spiritual weapons of truth and non-violence (Satya and 
Ahimsa). 

Many of these letters had been secured with patient and painstaking effort 
by the scholar Prof. K. Swaminathan and published in over a hundred volumes of 
Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi. Since Gandhiji wrote most of the letters in 
his own hand, no copies have been made of them and the world has lost a lot of 
precious material. To collect them from recipients of letters is an almost 
impossible task as no record exists of the persons addressed. 

Yet Dr. E.S. Reddy has managed to collect as many letters as possible that 
Gandhiji wrote to the Americans, classify them under useful heads and present the 
same not only to the American audience but to the world at large. Dr. Reddy is a 
distinguished international civil servant now retired, who has held the Office of 
the Assistant Secretary General in the United Nations. He had earned encomiums 
for the meticulous manner in which he collected and edited the speeches of V.K. 
Krishna Menon on Kashmir and other issues in the United Nations. He has 
authored informative books on freedom struggle in South Africa. His present 
work, namely, Mahatma Gandhi: Letters to Americans is an invaluable addition 
to Gandhian literature and to the history of Indian freedom struggle. Furthermore, 
the letters afford opportunity for reading and understanding the authentic 
clarifications of Gandhiji’s somewhat abstruse philosophy of non-violence pitted 
against Fascist violence and inhumanity in the none too distant past. 

For instance, in the letters to missionaries grouped in Section III, there is a 
letter to Bishop Fisher in which Gandhiji says, “My message to American 
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Christians on world peace and disarmament is not a matter of reciprocity; when 
real peace and disarmament come, they will be initiated by a strong nation like 
America, irrespective of the consent and co-operation of other nations.” 
Gandhiji’s conception of non-violence (ahimsa) was absolutist on the ethical 
plane. It was a creed, a faith and not mere pragmatic expediency or policy. He 
wanted strong nations to voluntarily reduce armaments and to set in motion global 
disarmament. 

In early 1947, in reply to the clergyman and pacifist Mr. Muste’s letter 
stating that “if India, after independence, refused to join in the race for national 
pride and power ... that might well augur the dawning of a new day for mankind,” 
Gandhiji wrote as follows: “I wish too that I could give you the assurance that 
India, when she has come to her own completely, will not join the race for 
increase of armament. I can only say that whatever I can do to prevent any such 
misfortune, will not be left undone.” It should, however, be remembered that 
Gandhiji preached non-violence to the entire world and not to India only. It does 
not befit nuclear giants to preach non-proliferation to others. 

In a letter to the American missionary Mr. Tucker, Gandhiji explained that 
the dictum “resist not evil” really meant resist not evil with evil but resist evil 
with good. Gandhiji was echoing Buddha’s preaching that hatred does not cease 
by hatred but only by love. 

Gandhiji spiritualised Indian public life. He had acknowledged that the 
New Testament, particularly Jesus Christ’s Sermon that if a man strikes thee on 
one cheek, turn the other to him and if one takes away thy coat, give him the 
cloak also, inspired the Satyagraha programmes based on non-retaliation. 

When the notorious Miss Mayo wrote to Gandhiji to substantiate his 
statement that the poverty of the Indian masses was growing rather than 
decreasing, Gandhiji wrote back as follows: 

“Is it or is it not true that these (Indian) peasants are living in small 
holdings and often as serfs of big Zamindars?” 

“Is it or is it not true that before the British rule these very people 
had hand spinning and industry ancillary to agriculture which 
supplemented the slender income they had from agriculture?” 

“Is it or is it not true that while hand spinning had been entirely 
killed, no other industry has taken its place?” 

“If the answer to all these questions be in the affirmative, no matter 
what statements may be made by anybody, these agriculturists must be 
poorer than they were before the hand spinning was destroyed…”   

There are several gems of thoughts that lie scattered in this volume, 
thoughts that bear the authentic stamp of Gandhiji himself. I have mentioned a 
few in order to kindle the appetite of a student of Gandhian thought. I am sure, it 
will serve as a source book for a scholar. 
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Among the multitudinous activities of the Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, the 
publications (the Book University) take the place of pride. The Bhavan has 
rendered immense service by undertaking the publication of this volume. Like 
Rajaji’s Ramayana and Mahabharata, I trust “Mahatma Gandhi: Letters to 
Americans” will run into several editions. 

New Delhi                                                                              R. Venkataraman 
August 24, l998 
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PREFACE 

 
We are happy to present to the American public this book – Mahatma 

Gandhi: Letters to Americans - a collection of letters written by Mahatma to 
kindred souls of the United States. 

The Bhavan’s family world-wide is greatly indebted to Dr. E.S. Reddy, 
former Assistant Secretary General of the U.N., who has meticulously compiled 
and edited the letters covering a period of well-nigh over 30 years (January 4, 
1917 to September 16, 1947). Dr. Reddy’s is a conscientious job well done. 

Much as he wished, the Mahatma could not visit the United States, despite 
pressing invitations. However, he had a large and growing circle of admirers and 
friends in that country. Gandhiji attracted world-wide attention, particularly when 
he launched the famous Dandi Salt Satyagraha in 1930. The Time magazine 
hailed him in 1930 as “The Man of the Year.” 

The American people came to know much more about the Mahatma 
through Sir Richard Attenborough’s film released in the eighties. Some of us, 
including Swami Ranganathananda, Senior Monk of the Ramakrishna Order and 
one of Bhavan’s Patron-Saints, Dr. R.R. Diwakar, Chairman of Gandhi Peace 
Foundation and Chairman of Bhavan’s Bangalore Kendra, Shri S. Ramakrishnan, 
Bhavan’s Director General and also General Editor of the Bhavan’s Book 
University, who visited the States then, got the impression that the people there 
realised that Gandhi had shown the right and sole way for solving international 
disputes - the peaceful way without resorting to violence and war. Gandhiji was 
acclaimed as the “Sage of the Scientific Age.” There were a few interesting 
incidents during our tour of the U.S. We were asked by a person whether 
Attenborough’s film truly reflected Gandhiji’s life or was it a mixture of fact and 
fiction. We affirmed that Attenborough’s film was faithful to Gandhiji’s life and 
work. The man then exclaimed “Now I believe in Jesus, that such a person could 
have lived on this earth!” 

When, on January 30, 1948, Mahatma Gandhi fell to an assassin’s bullet, 
there was world-wide mourning. The United Nations suspended its session and 
hoisted the flag half-mast. More than 3,000 condolence messages were received 
by the Government of India from all over the world. Rich tributes were paid by all 
the world leaders. The most moving message came from Dr. Albert Einstein, the 
world famous scientist. 

He said, “Generations to come, it may be, will scarce believe that such a 
one as this ever in flesh and blood walked upon this earth.” 

What was Gandhiji’s message to humanity? When that question was put to 
him he replied “My Life is My Message.” He practiced what he preached. 
Complete accord between thought, word and deed was his credo. 
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Those who want to know more about this great Pathfinder - Gandhi, The 
Mahatma, I would recommend the following books, namely: 

(a) My Experiments with Truth, Gandhiji’s autobiography 
published by Navajivan Publishing House, Ahmedabad and the following 
Bhavan’s publications. 

(b) Mahatma Gandhi, A Biography, by Louis Fischer, the 
famous American author and Journalist; 

(c) Mahatma and the Poetess, being correspondence between 
Gandhiji and Smt. Sarojini Naidu, between 1915 and 1947, compiled and 
edited by Smt. Mrinalini Sarabhai and Dr. E.S. Reddy, and 

(d) At least 3 of the 24 Pocket Gandhi Series edited by Anand 
T. Hingorani, which has been commended by Gandhiji himself in the 
following words: “I like Anand Hingorani’s idea of collecting my writings 
under suitable heads. The reader will not fail to appreciate the labour he 
has given…”   

(i) God is Truth 

(ii) The Sermon on the Mount, which together contain 
the very fundamentals of Gandhiji’s whole life and invested it with 
an unaffable spiritual aura and 

(iii) The Message of Jesus Christ, whose influence on 
him, the Mahatma affirmed thus: “The Spirit of the Sermon on the 
Mount compete almost on equal terms with the Bhagavad Gita for 
the domination of my heart. It is that sermon which has endeared 
Jesus to me.” 

Chennai                                                                                  C. Subramaniam 
September 6, 1998 
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OBSERVATIONS 

 

Mahatma Gandhi: Letters to Americans is a prayerful offering of the 
Bhavan’s Book University, through the Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, U.S.A. 

This is a humble but soulful gift to the people of America and India and 
the world, in commemoration of three epic events: (i) the 50th year of India’s 
freedom from foreign rule, (ii) the Martyrdom of the Mahatma, and (iii) 60th year 
of the Bhavan in the service of India’s ageless culture, education, art and moral 
values. 

This is an unfading garland of letters written to kindred souls in America, 
the world’s most vibrant and dynamic democracy, by the Father of the Indian 
Nation, the world’s largest democracy. The basic anatomy and ambience of India 
and America have many similarities. We have many well cherished, shared ideals. 
No wonder Gandhiji himself adopted as his teachers two of America’s angelic 
souls, Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

This volume represents Gandhiji’s correspondence with the 20th Century 
America where he had the largest number of friends and supporters among all the 
countries in the West. Much as he wished to and despite many affectionate 
invitations, he could not visit America, whose soul he appreciated and admired. 

Understanding Gandhiji through his correspondence comes closer to 
having a communion with him. It is a fascinating, inspirational and soul elevating 
experience. We miss much of real Gandhiji in history books because the 
historian’s main concern is an orderly narration of events and not delineation of 
characters. History is impersonal whereas correspondence is direct and personal, 
revealing the innate character of the letter writer. 

Gandhiji’s letters, written in his effortless and natural style, free from all 
frills and flourishes, really touch one’s heart, because they reflect the life of one 
who said “My Life is My Message.” His life and work are totally transparent. 

There is a timelessness about many of Gandhiji’s seemingly routine, 
casual replies. A letter he wrote on May 4, 1925 in reply to a 15-year old 
American boy’s query: “What is your main reason for hatred towards the 
British?” is worthy of being cited. 

Gandhiji’s answer is simple and yet contains a profound truth as to why 
we should live free from hatred in a world reeking with hatred. 

He writes : “You seem to have taken it for granted that I hate the British. 
What makes you think so? I have hundreds of friends among the British people. I 
cannot love the Musalmans and for that matter the Hindus if I hate the British.  
But what I do detest is the system of Government that the British have set up in 
our country. It has almost brought about the economic and moral ruin of the 
people of India. But just as I love my wife and my children, in spite of their faults 
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which are many, I love also the British in spite of the bad system for which they 
have made themselves responsible...” 

This brings to mind a conversation between Gandhiji and Lord Fenner 
Brockway who was a senior leader of the British Labour Party. In 1931, Gandhiji 
visited Great Britain as the sole representative of the Indian National Congress to 
the Second Round Table Conference convened by the British Government to 
consider political reforms in India. Lord Fenner Brockway queried, “Gandhiji, 
Jesus Christ has declared, Love thy Enemies - What is your response to this 
edict?” At first Gandhiji did not respond, smiled away at the question. When 
Fenner Brockway persisted, the Mahatma replied: “I have no enemies. Therefore, 
the question of loving and hating does not at all arise.” Fenner Brockway 
reverentially bowed and said “Gandhiji, you are Christ-like.” 

During his life span of 79 years (l869-l948) Gandhiji wrote thousands of 
letters most diligently and promptly, irrespective of the status of the writer right 
from autograph seekers to religious leaders, Presidents and Prime Ministers. 

In the present book, Dr. E.S. Reddy has turned the spotlight on Gandhiji 
and America by bringing out an admirable and commendable compilation of 
letters Gandhiji wrote to Americans during a period of three decades, 1917 to 
1947. There is also a rare and rich collection of messages he sent to individuals 
and institutions in America. 

It is difficult to resist the temptation to praise the editing competence of 
Dr. Reddy a former Assistant Secretary General of the United Nations, who has, 
besides a comprehensive introduction, provided succinct, fine prefatory 
elucidation to the reader. 

Credit goes to America’s Rev. John Haynes Holmes to have perceived and 
proclaimed the greatness of Gandhiji long before world fame burst on Barrister 
M.K. Gandhi. Rev. Holmes in a sermon on April 21, 1921 described Gandhiji as 
“The greatest man in the world.” 

A careful reader of this book of letters will come across many nuggets of 
wisdom coming from Gandhiji’s rich mine of experience consequent upon his 
experiments with Truth. 

Here is a gem: “Prayer is God’s due, and a discharge of debt is its own 
satisfaction.” (July 21, 1931, in a letter to Mr. Reese). 

On religion : “Mankind has found religion in some shape or other 
indispensable for its very existence, hence it is fair to presume that mankind will 
need religion and I cannot conceive the moral growth of mankind without 
religion.” (March 29, 1933, in his letter to R.F. Piper, Professor of Philosophy in 
Syracuse University.) 

And Gandhiji clarifies in his letter to clergyman S E. Stokes that Religion 
is “an ever-growing inward response to the highest impulse that man is capable 
of.” (November 29, 1932). 
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Well-known is Gandhiji’s child-like toothless smile. In a letter to Miss 
Nilla Cram Cook, an American girl who came to India in early 1930s and whom 
Gandhiji tried to redeem from her impulsive wayward and immoral life, Gandhiji 
wrote (1933): “We have all to aspire after being children. We cannot become 
children because that is impossible. But we can all become like children. In spite 
of knowledge gained, we can become simple, guileless, candid and natural like 
them.” Gandhiji had an infinite capacity to put people at ease and to console 
aching hearts. When W.B. Starr, a Quaker, apologetically sent him a donation of 
five dollars towards flood relief in Gujarat in 1928, Gandhiji graciously replied: 

“The smallest donation in monetary value is a big thing when it 
comes from a big heart as I am sure yours has done.” 

All would have heard Shakespeare’s famous saying, “Brevity is the soul of 
wit,” but only a few have been able to follow it as Gandhiji. 

He sent the following single sentence message to Rev. Holmes who sought 
a short message from Gandhiji for publication in the Tolstoy Centenary Number 
of his publication Unity: “Tolstoy’s greatest contribution to life lies, in my 
opinion, in his ever attempting to reduce to practice his professions without 
counting the cost.” How well this could be said of Gandhiji, too 

When Rev. Kirby Page, a pacifist, sought a 2,500 words article on Non-
violence, Gandhiji wrote on July 15. 1926: “You want 2,500 words from me. I 
have no time to think out anything so big. You will, therefore, please forgive me 
for sending you what little I have been able to put together... If I could, I would 
have condensed it still further.” Those who have a penchant for writing needlessly 
lengthy articles may draw a lesson. 

“What message can I send through the pen if I am not sending any through 
the life I am living?” he wrote to Rev. Dr. Jabez T. Sunderland who asked for 
Gandhiji’s message for the Chicago Conference of World Fellowship of Faiths. 
Frankness is another of the great qualities of Gandhiji revealed in his letters 
especially to the missionaries and churchmen. 

Here is a golden rule of Gandhiji which he mentions in his letter to a 
clergyman, Mr. Higginbottom : “My rule always is never to criticise even 
strangers about anything said or done by them without first verifying facts 
through them whenever they are within reach.” (September 2, 1929). This world 
will be a much more peaceful place to live if only this advice of Gandhiji is 
heeded. 

He wrote to Mr. Martin C. Miller of Cleveland : “I regard Jesus to have 
been one of the greatest teachers of the world. I do not believe in his exclusive 
divinity.” 

He clarified to W.B. Stover of Illinois: “The acknowledgement of debt 
which I have so often repeated that I owe to the Sermon on the Mount should not 
be mistaken to mean acknowledgement of the orthodox interpretation of the Bible 
or the life of Jesus. I must not sail under false colours.” 
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He was equally frank with Rev. Stanley Jones who wrote to him from 
Sitapur, U.P. whether Gandhiji would favour the retention of foreign missions 
when India became free: “If instead of confining themselves purely to 
humanitarian work such as education, medical services to the poor and the like, 
they would use these activities of theirs for the purpose of proselytising, I would 
certainly ask them to withdraw - every nation’s religion is good as any other…”   

Curiosity and the urge to learn kept Gandhiji going and mentally young. 
We find him making a request to Mr. William Danforth, head of a company in 
Missouri which manufactured food products (he had sent to Gandhiji through Mr. 
B.M. Birla a parcel of food products and a letter): “If it is not a secret, I would 
like to know how corn flakes are prepared…”   

As for Gandhiji’s humility, here is a telling example: 

When a journalist, Andrew A. Freeman, sought Gandhiji’s permission to 
use his name for the “Gandhi spinning wheel,” the reply he sent in 1947 was: “I 
would say, do not belittle a great thing by mixing it with my name. 

Well, discovering Gandhiji through his letters is a great thrill and 
educative experience. We fervently hope that this book will become a classic. 

 

Mumbai                                                                            S. Ramakrishnan 
August 9, 1998 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
"I am interested in the United States and in 
Americans always. There is a special bond of 
sympathy between us, I believe.  The Americans can 
understand our desire for independence." 

 
    - Gandhiji in an interview to the 
correspondent of the North American 
Newspaper Alliance, June 4, 19381 

 
 
 

GANDHIJI WAS NEVER ABLE to visit the United States of America, but it was 
a country in which he showed great interest and where he had  numerous admirers 
and friends. 
 
    His first known encounter with  Americans was within a few days after his 
arrival in South Africa.     He had travelled from Durban to Pretoria in June 1893,  
in a fateful journey that changed the course of his life and marked the beginning 
of his active non-violence.2 He was thrown out of a train in Maritzburg, assaulted 
by a coachman on the way from Maritzburg to Standerton and denied a room in a 
hotel in Johannesburg, all because he was not white. He arrived at Pretoria station 
on a Sunday night, and no one was there to meet him.  An African-American saw 
that he was an utter stranger and offered to find a place for him to stay. He took 
Gandhiji to Johnston's Family Hotel, owned by an American, Mr. Johnston, who 
accommodated him for the night.3 
 
    Gandhiji wrote of this in his autobiography but there is no further mention of 
any contacts with Americans  during the twenty-one years he lived in South 
Africa. 
 
    He knew an American missionary, Robert Shemeld, in Pretoria.4 During his 
visit to London in 1909, he met Myron H. Phelps, an American attorney, 
supporter of the  Indian national movement and founder of India House in New 
York. Mrs. Carrie Chapman Catts, an American suffragist, saw him on her visit to 
Johannesburg in 1911 and wrote in her diary: 

 
                                                           
1 New York Times, June 5, 1938 
2 Interview to Dr. John R. Mott, 1938, in Harijan, December 10, 1938; Collected Works, Volume 
68, pages 165-73 
3 M.K. Gandhi, Autobiography, Part II, Chapter 10 
4 See Section III, below, for letter to Mr. Shemeld 
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    "His eyes lighted with an inner fire and he spoke with such fervour that we 
recognised that we were in the presence of no ordinary man. Directly he 
quoted from the Declaration of Independence, from Emerson and 
Longfellow. Proud, rebellious, humiliated, he may earn his livelihood by law, 
but he dreams of naught but India's independence."5 

 
She concluded, however, that Gandhiji was a fanatic and did not publish her 
impressions until 1922. 
 
    Gandhiji's view of the United States was mixed. He wrote with respect about 
George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, admired the educational work of 
Booker T. Washington and was reinforced in his views on non-violent resistance 
by a study of Henry David Thoreau. But he was also aware of the attacks on 
Indian immigrants in the United States, the lynchings of African-Americans and 
the worship of "Mammon."  
 
 
SOON AFTER HIS RETURN TO INDIA  in 1915, Gandhiji developed 
friendship with several American missionaries - notably  Fred Fisher, the 
Methodist Bishop of Calcutta, and Sam Higginbottom, the founder and head of an 
Agricultural Institute in Allahabad. 
 
    Gandhiji was hardly known in the United States until 1920.  The satyagraha he 
led in South Africa was not reported in the United States, except for a  letter by 
Myron H. Phelps in the Springfield Daily Gazette of August 24, 1909, and two 
short items in the Literary Digest  in 1913 and 1914. 
 
    British censorship succeeded in preventing any report on  the Jallianwala Bagh 
massacre of April 1919,  the nation-wide upsurge against repression and the rise 
of Gandhiji to national leadership from reaching the United States. The non-
cooperation movement, launched by Gandhiji in August 1920, was also not 
reported for several months. But soon, articles on Gandhiji and the movement 
began to appear in many newspapers and periodicals.  Frazier Hunt, a 
correspondent of the Chicago Tribune, visited India and interviewed Gandhiji in 
October 1920.6 The World, a New York daily, sent a correspondent to India and 
published a series of articles by him. 
 
    Americans were fascinated by the story of a saint defying a mighty empire and 
leading millions of people in non-violent resistance. 
 
    The Reverend John Haynes Holmes delivered a sermon on April 21, 1921, that  

                                                           
5 Mrs. Carrie Chapman Catt, "Gandhi in South Africa" in The Woman Citizen, March 1922. 
Reproduced in Blache Watson, Gandhi and Non-violent Reistance, The Non-Co-operation 
Movement in India: Gleanings from the American Press. Madras: Ganesh & Co., 1923. 
6 Frazier Hunt, The Rising Temper of the East. Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1922. 
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Gandhiji was then "the greatest man in the world." Miss Blanche Watson, one of 
the members of his Community Church, was very active in publicising his work 
and his ideas, as were Indian exiles in America and their friends.  African-
American leaders like Dr. W.E.B. DuBois and Marcus Garvey were enthused by 
the struggle for freedom  in India. 
 
    Gandhiji began to receive letters from all over the United States and Americans 
constantly visited him in his Ashram. He said on March 17, 1926: "I have almost 
daily visits from Americans... from real interest to know my ideas."7 
 
    His circle of friends steadily increased, as interest in India grew with the 
advance of the national movement. There were extensive reports in the American 
press of Gandhiji's march to the sea in 1930 to defy the salt laws, the nation-wide 
Civil Disobedience  which followed and the brutality of the police against 
peaceful satyagrahis.  Time magazine chose Gandhiji as its "man of the year." 
The anti-untouchability movement launched by Gandhiji from prison in 1932 also 
attracted the interest of many Americans. 
 
    Gandhiji said at a press conference in 1931 that there were many manifestations 
of great interest from America in his work in India:  "I receive hundreds of letters; 
they may, of course, be merely pretexts to get my autograph, but the interest is 
certainly there."8 He noted in a letter to American friends, sent through the India 
League of America, on August 3, 1942: 

 
    "I have in America perhaps the largest number of friends in the West - not 
even excepting Great Britain."9 

 
    He recognised that world opinion was important for the success of the  non-
violent struggle in India. Through his statements, interviews and letters, he 
contributed greatly to promoting understanding of that struggle. 
 
    Moreover, Gandhiji considered his life as a series of experiments in truth and 
non-violence.  He was convinced that his experiments in India, if successful, 
would have a message for the world. He welcomed the interest of Americans in 
his work and was glad to answer their questions. 
 
 
HE REPLIED DILIGENTLY to all correspondents, usually in his own 
handwriting, spending much of his precious time every day for this purpose. He 
wrote from prison when he was permitted by the authorities, and even during his 
convalescence and fasts. He reproduced extracts from many of the letters in 
Young India and Harijan, with his comments. 
                                                           
7 Interview to Katherine Mayo, Collected Works, Volume 30, page 121 
8 Collected Works, Volume 48, page 7 
9 Harijan, August 9, 1942; Collected Works, Volume 76, pages 357-59 
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    As Dr. Rajendra Prasad, one of his close associates and later President of India, 
wrote: 

 
    "There was hardly a letter calling for a considered reply which he did not 
answer himself...  For a great period of his life, he did not take the assistance 
of any stenographer or typist, and used to write whatever he required in his 
own hand, and even when such assistance became unavoidable, he continued 
writing a great deal in his own hand. There were occasions when he became 
physically unable to write with the fingers of his right hand and, at a late 
stage in his life, he learnt the art of writing with his left hand..."10 

 
    Only a fraction of his correspondence is now available, despite all efforts to 
collect and preserve his papers, partly because he wrote most of his letters by 
hand and kept no copies. Only occasionally were these letters copied by his 
secretary, Mahadev Desai, or other members of the Ashram into their diaries.  
 
    With their sense of economy and attachment to simple living, Gandhiji and his 
associates  made envelopes from incoming letters  or used them as writing paper. 
Gandhiji was, moreover, not interested in preserving letters which merely praised 
him. No hasty conclusions should, therefore, be drawn from the numbers of his 
letters to various people. 
 
 
THIS COMPILATION IS BASED mainly on letters (and telegrams) by Gandhiji 
reproduced in the hundred volumes of Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, 
published by the Publications Division of the Government of India between 1958 
and 1994. It also includes a number of additional letters which I have found in my 
research in the libraries and archives in the United States and India. Both the 
original sources and the references to the Collected Works are indicated in the 
notes. 
 
    I have studied all letters received by Gandhiji from Americans, available in the 
various archives,11 and indicated the substance of the letters whenever relevant to 
                                                           
10 Collected Works, Volume 1, page vi 
11 Most of the original letters or photocopies are in the following collections: 

 
National Archives of India, New Delhi - the items are indicated by the prefix GN   
 
Gandhi Smarak Sangrahalaya, Harijan Ashram, Ahmedabad - the items are indicated 
with the prefix SN  
 
National Gandhi Memorial Museum, New Delhi 
 
Pyarelal Papers at the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library  
 
Higginbottom Papers at the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library 

www.gandhimedia.org



                           15 

the letters he wrote.  If a letter to which he replied or referred is not summarised, 
or if a letter he has apparently sent is not reproduced, it is not available in any of 
the sources I have consulted. I have also referred to numerous sources for 
biographical information  on the recipients of the letters. 
 
    This compilation, I hope, will be useful for a study of Gandhiji's dialogue with 
America and Americans on his philosophy of truth and non-violence. It should be 
supplemented, for a fuller picture of the dialogue,  by texts of his interviews with 
Americans and the letters he received from some of his closest American friends. 
12 
 
    Many of the correspondents of Gandhiji played a prominent role in social 
movements in the United States for racial equality, civil liberties and peace. 
Through them the thought of Gandhiji had a significant impact on American life 
well before the civil rights movement  and the resistance to the Vietnam War. 
 
    The impact of Gandhiji on the United States, and the influence of America on 
him deserve further study. The two existing studies by Seshachari and Sudarshan 
Kapur, while valuable, cover only a part of the subject.13 
 
 
THE CORRESPONDENCE OF GANDHIJI  deals with a great variety of 
subjects.  
 
    Some correspondents merely requested autographs. Others asked for portraits.  
He had to disappoint several admirers and inform them that he had not given 
sittings to photographers since 1915 and had not kept a single photograph.  
 
    Some sent contributions for his work or books for him to read. Several sought 
to convince him to become a Christian - one offered to obtain his release from 
prison on condition he became a Christian evangelist - or sent him their pet 
formulas for the advancement of India. 

                                                           
12    Gandhiji was interviewed by many Americans over the years. The lengthy interviews to 
Katherine Mayo, Dr. John R. Mott, the African-American delegation and Margaret Sanger, for 
instance, are most informative about the thought of  Gandhiji. But no compilation of his interviews 
has yet been published. 
 
    While letters written by Gandhiji were published in  the Collected Works, and now in this 
compilation, the letters received by him can only be found in the archives in India. So far, only the 
correspondence of Gandhiji and Dr. John Haynes Holmes has been published. 
 
    I hope that it will be possible to publish soon the texts of his interviews with Americans and a 
selection of the letters received by him. 
13 C. Seshachari, Gandhi and the American Scene: An Intellectual History and Inquiry. Bombay: 
Nichiketa Publications Limited, 1969.  Sudarshan Kapur, Raising up a Prophet: The African-
American Encounter with Gandhi. Boston: Beacon Press, 1992; paperback edition,  Oxford 
University Press, Delhi, 1993. 
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    Some requested messages or addressed questions to him. One 16-year-old boy 
from Kansas City  asked him to introduce him to a pen pal.  A correspondent from 
Concord, Massachusetts, sought an explanation of the difference between two 
systems of Hindu philosophy - Advaitism and Dwaitism.  A woman from Texas 
requested him to resurrect her brother who had recently passed away. Several 
letters were from people who wished to visit India and stay in his ashram.  
 
 
SOME OF THE CORRESPONDENCE,  especially with Dr. John Haynes 
Holmes, was related to the publication of his autobiography in America. Many 
letters were in response to invitations to visit America. 
 
    Gandhiji began to receive invitations from the United States from 1924 and 
generally replied that he must succeed in India before going abroad. But enquiries 
and invitations came from Americans whenever he was reported to be considering 
travel abroad. 
 
    He seriously considered accepting  an invitation to the International Congresses 
of the YMCA and the World Student Christian Federation at Helsingfors in 
August 1926: many Americans were disappointed when he declined.  Gandhiji  
again  considered a visit to Europe, and possibly the United States, in 1928 and 
1929, mainly to meet Romain Rolland and other peace workers. But he had to 
cancel the  trip because of the death of Maganlal Gandhi, his closest associate, in 
1928 and a request by the Indian National Congress in 1929 that he lead a civil 
disobedience movement. 
 
    He received many invitations from the United States when he agreed to attend  
the second Round Table Conference in London in 1931, though he indicated 
several times that he had no plans to go to the United States.14 
 
    His friends in the United States were divided in their views on the desirability 
of a visit.  John Haynes Holmes, Roger Baldwin, Kirby Page, Harry Ward  and 
Richard Gregg advised him against a visit to the United States at that time.  They 
felt that the United States was not ready to receive his message and that his visit 
would be exploited by sensation-mongers.  
 
    On the other hand, Bishop Fred Fisher favoured an American visit and offered 
to look after him. Some Indians in the United States  campaigned in favour of his 
visit. Several eminent Americans - such as Ms. Jane Addams, James R. Angel 

                                                           
14  For instance, he told  the Associated Press of America on April 30, 1931: 

 
    "If I go I should like to travel as a private citizen without formal invitation from any 
individual or society and also not a freak in a museum or object of curiosity in a penny 
peep show. In any event, I cannot decide definitely to visit America until India has won 
her battle for freedom which may take a long time." New York Times, May 1, 1931. 
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(President of Yale University), Professor John Dewey, Professor Edward R.A. 
Seligman, Dr. James H. Cousins, Algernon Lee (President of the Rand School of 
Social Science) and Alfred P. Sloan, Jr. (President of the General Motors 
Corporation) - urged him to visit the United States. 
 
    Gandhiji made no plans for a visit to the United States, and had to return to 
India soon after the Conference  because of the grave situation in the country. No 
visit to America was contemplated by him since then. 
 
 
A SUBSTANTIAL PORTION OF THE CORRESPONDENCE, however, deals 
with the philosophy of Gandhiji and its application in practice.  It reflects his 
preoccupation with the needs of the poverty-stricken people of India, his rejection 
of narrow nationalism, his concern that India should contribute to world peace,  
and his firm belief that there was no escape for the world "except through the 
acceptance of non-violence as the predominant and ordinary rule of life."  It 
portrays Gandhiji as a deeply religious, but not sectarian, person who eschewed 
all hatred and cared for all those who were oppressed. It shows his respect for 
Americans despite the vicious propaganda against him in the United States and 
his rejection of aspects of American way of life. 
 
 
THIS COMPILATION BEGINS with a letter which Gandhiji addressed to 
President Roosevelt in 1942 seeking his sympathy for India's demand for 
independence. It was written at a difficult time when Gandhiji's call for an 
immediate withdrawal of British rule was misrepresented and misunderstood in 
the United States. The United States Government, regrettably, missed the 
opportunity to exercise its influence to promote the freedom of India, or even to 
restrain the British Government from creating a grave crisis by imprisoning 
Gandhiji and other leaders of the Indian National Congress.  
 
    Section II consists of correspondence with two Americans who lived in 
Gandhiji's Ashram and followed its strict discipline - Richard B. Gregg and Nilla 
Cram Cook.15 They had extensive correspondence with Gandhiji on many 
aspects of Gandhi's thought. 
 
    Mr. Gregg made a great contribution, after return to the United States, to the 
propagation of the philosophy and technique of non-violent resistance. 
 
    Section III consists of letters to American churchmen and missionaries in India. 
 
    Many of these were pacifists and advocates of the social gospel  who felt that 
the churches must uplift and minister to individuals who were victims of social 
injustice. They saw Gandhiji as a true Christian. 
                                                           
15   Many other Americans stayed in the Ashram - e.g. Sherwood Eddy, Louis Fischer, Sam 
Higginbottom, Eli Stanley Jones, Kirby Page - but only briefly as guests. 
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    Several friends of Gandhiji -  John Haynes Holmes, Kirby Page, Eli Stanley 
Jones and A.J. Muste, for instance - were members of the Fellowship of 
Reconciliation, "a fellowship that refuses to participate in any war and seeks to 
demonstrate that love is the effective force for overcoming evil and transforming 
society into a creative fellowship." The Fellowship, though small, played a 
significant role in inspiring the non-violent movement for civil rights in the 
United States. 
 
    Section IV includes letters to all others. 
 
    Section V is a collection of messages sent or dictated by Gandhiji at the request 
of American visitors and correspondents. 
 
    I have retained the addresses in the letters, as they were at the time, even in 
cases where there were errors.  
 
 
I WISH TO ACKNOWLEDGE with gratitude and pleasure the cooperation I 
received from many friends in collecting and editing  these letters.  
 
    Amrutbhai Modi, Director of the Gandhi Smarak Sangrahalaya at Harijan 
Ashram in Ahmedabad,  Miss Dina  Patel and their colleagues were most gracious 
in advising and assisting me during my visits to the Ashram  to refer to the 
correspondence of Gandhiji. At the National Gandhi Museum, New Delhi, Dr. 
Y.P. Anand, the Director,  H.S. Mathur, the librarian, and others were most 
helpful.  I must also thank  Jitendrabhai Desai, Managing Director of the 
Navajivan Trust, Ahmedabad, for his encouragement.  
 
    Dr. Haridev Sharma,  Director of Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New 
Delhi, has been a guide to me for several years and provided me photocopies of 
letters from the Pyarelal Collection. I am also grateful to Dr. Sushila Nayyar, 
sister of Pyarelal, for permitting access to this collection. 
 
    At the National Archives of India, New Delhi, Mr. T.V. Haranatha Babu, 
Deputy Director of Archives, was most cooperative. 
 
    In the United States I have frequented the New York Public Library, the 
Harvard University Library and Yale University Library for research. I received 
access to the Louis Fischer papers at the New York Public Library and to the 
papers of Dr. John R. Mott and Miss Katherine Mayo at the Yale University 
Library. I wish to thank the librarians for their assistance and advice. 
 
    Finally, I must thank Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan and the Director of its New York 
Centre, Dr. P. Jayaraman, for their constant encouragement. 
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I. LETTER TO PRESIDENT FRANKLIN DELANO 

ROOSEVELT (AND CABLE TO MRS. ROOSEVELT) 
 
 
Letter, July 1, 194219 
 
[Gandhiji addressed this letter to President Roosevelt at a critical time in India. 
 

    The British Viceroy of India had declared war in September 1939 without 
consulting Indian opinion and the arbitrary measures of the bureaucracy during 
the war had caused great suffering and seething discontent among the people. The 
Indian National Congress, while refraining from any action  to embarrass the 
Allies,  had demanded that Britain grant self-government to India, if the war was 
for freedom as it claimed, so that India could make its full contribution to the 
defeat of fascism. It had become clear by 1942 that Britain was unwilling to 
accede to the Indian demand for self-government and sought to continue 
imperialist domination. Prime Minister Churchill  declared that the third point of 
the Atlantic Charter concerning self-government did not apply to India and other 
colonial possessions. 
 
    The Japanese advanced swiftly towards India in 1942. The British forces 
retreated from Singapore, Malaya and Burma without much resistance, leaving 
Indian troops to their fate. As Gandhiji pointed out to American correspondents: 
 
    "Hundreds, if not thousands, [of Indians] on their way from Burma perished 
without food and drink, and the wretched discrimination stared even these 
miserable people in the face. One route for the whites, another for the blacks! 
Provision of food and shelter for the whites, none for the blacks! And 
discrimination even on their arrival in India!"20 
 
British authorities began to contemplate a "scorched earth" policy in India, despite 
the danger of immense suffering for the Indian people.  
 
    Gandhiji became convinced that British rule in India must end forthwith and 
called on Britain to "quit India" as an essential measure to turn the ill-will of the 
people into goodwill for the Allies. His views were misrepresented by British 
propaganda and American opinion became  hostile. 
 
    He attempted to clarify his position in a number of articles and interviews with 
American correspondents. He made it clear  that he intended to negotiate with the 

                                                           
19 Collected Works, Volume 76, pages 264-65 
20 Harijan, June 14, 1942; Collected Works, Volume 76, pages 195-96 
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Government, that Allied troops could remain in India and  that he would take no 
precipitate action to press for the withdrawal of British rule. 
 
    At the suggestion of Louis Fischer, an American journalist  who had a series of 
interviews with Gandhiji in June 1942, Gandhiji sent him the following letter to 
be conveyed to President Roosevelt so that the latter would know of his plans and 
his readiness to compromise. 21] 
 

                        Sevagram, via Wardha (India), 
                                          July 1, 1942 

 
Dear friend, 
      
      I twice missed coming to your great country. I have the privilege [of] having 
numerous friends there both known and unknown to me. Many of my countrymen 
have received and are still receiving higher education in America. I know too that 
several have taken shelter there. I have profited greatly by the writings of Thoreau 
and Emerson. I say this to tell you how much I am connected with your country. 
Of Great Britain I need say nothing beyond mentioning that in spite of my intense 
dislike of British rule, I have numerous personal friends in England whom I love 
as dearly as my own people. I had my legal education there. I have therefore 
nothing but good wishes for your country and Great Britain. You will therefore 
accept my word that my present proposal, that the British should unreservedly and 
without reference to the wishes of the people of India immediately withdraw their 
rule, is prompted by the friendliest intention. I would like to turn into goodwill the 
ill will which, whatever may be said to the contrary, exists in India towards Great 
Britain and thus enable the millions of India to play their part in the present war. 
 
     My personal position is clear. I hate all war. If, therefore, I could persuade my 
countrymen, they would make a most effective and decisive contribution in 
favour of an honourable peace. But I know that all of us have not a living faith in 
non-violence. Under foreign rule however we can make no effective contribution 
of any kind in this war, except as helots. 
 
     The policy of the Indian National Congress, largely guided by me, has been 
one of non-embarrassment to Britain, consistently with the honourable working of 
the Congress, admittedly the largest political organisation of the longest standing 
in India. The British policy as exposed by the Cripps mission and rejected by 
almost all parties has opened our eyes and has driven me to the proposal I have 
made. I hold that the full acceptance of my proposal and that alone can put the 
Allied cause on an unassailable basis. I venture to think that the Allied declaration 
that the Allies are fighting to make the world safe for freedom of the individual 
and for democracy sounds hollow so long as India and, for that matter, Africa are 
exploited by Great Britain and America has the Negro problem in her own home. 
But in order to avoid all complications, in my proposal I have confined myself 
                                                           
21 Louis Fischer, A Week with Gandhi (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 1942), pages 106, 114 
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only to India. If India becomes free, the rest must follow, if it does not happen 
simultaneously. 
 
     In order to make my proposal foolproof  I have suggested that, if the Allies 
think it necessary, they may keep their troops, at their own expense in India, not 
for keeping internal order but for preventing Japanese aggression and defending 
China. So far as India is concerned, we must become free even as America and 
Great Britain are. The Allied troops will remain in India during the war under 
treaty with the free Indian Government that may be formed by the people of India 
without any outside interference, direct or indirect. 
 
     It is on behalf of this proposal that I write this to enlist your active sympathy. 
 
     I hope that it would commend itself to you. 
 
     Mr. Louis Fischer is carrying this letter to you. 
 
     If there is any obscurity in my letter, you have but to send me word and I shall 
try to clear it. 
 

     I hope finally that you will not resent this letter as an intrusion but take it as an 
approach from a friend and well-wisher of the Allies. 
 

                                              I remain, 
                                       Yours sincerely, 

 
                                         M.K. GANDHI 

 
[President Roosevelt sent a  reply dated 1 August to Gandhiji.22  Enclosed with it 
was the text of an address delivered by the Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, 
suggesting that those who did not lend unconditional support to the Allies were 
unworthy of liberty. The letter showed no understanding of Indian sentiment and 
the enclosure was, moreover, most unfortunate. It was delayed in the State 
Department and did not reach Gandhiji who was detained on August 9, 1942. The 
United States Government was aware that Britain intended to detain him and 
other leaders, but refrained from any criticism of the arrests or the massive 
repression that followed.23 
 

                                            Washington, 
                                         August 1, 1942 

 
My dear Mr. Gandhi, 
                                                           
22 Norman Cousins, ed., Profiles of Gandhi: America Remembers a World Leader (Delhi: Indian 
Book Company, 1969), page 227; and M.S. Venkataramani and B.K. Shrivastava, Quit India: The 
American Response to the 1942 Struggle (New Delhi: Vikas Publishing House, 1979), page 224.  
23 M.S. Venkataramani, op. cit., page 225 
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    I have received your letter of July 1, 1942, which you have thoughtfully sent 
me in order that I may better understand your plans, which I well know may have 
far-reaching effect upon developments important to your country and mine. 
 
    I am sure that you will agree that the United States has consistently striven for 
and supported policies of fair dealing, of fair play, and of all related principles 
looking towards the creation of harmonious relations between nations. 
Nevertheless now that war has come as a result of Axis dreams of world conquest, 
we, together with many other nations, are making a supreme effort to defeat those 
who would deny forever all hope of freedom throughout the world. I am enclosing 
a copy of an address of July 23 by the Secretary of State, made with my complete 
approval, which illustrates the attitude of this Government. 
 
    I shall hope that our common interest in democracy and righteousness will 
enable your countrymen and mine to make common cause against a common 
enemy. 
 

                              Very sincerely yours, 
  

                               Franklin D. Roosevelt] 
 
 
Cable to Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, April 16, 194524 
 
[Gandhiji sent this cable to Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt following the death of 
President Roosevelt on April 12, 1945.] 
                
 
MRS. ROOSEVELT 
HYDE PARK 
NEW YORK 
 
MY  HUMBLE   CONDOLENCE   AND CONGRATULATIONS.  LATTER  
BECAUSE  YOUR   ILLUSTRIOUS  HUSBAND  DIED  IN  HARNESS   AND  
AFTER  WAR  HAD   REACHED   A POINT  WHERE  ALLIED  VICTORY  
HAD  BECOME   CERTAIN.25  HE  WAS  SPARED  HUMILIATING  
SPECTACLE  OF  BEING  PARTY  TO  PEACE  WHICH  THREATENS   TO  
BE  PRELUDE  TO  WAR  BLOODIER  STILL  IF  POSSIBLE. 
 

                                         GANDHI 
 
 

                                                           
24 Pyarelal Papers and The Hindu, May 10, 1945; Collected Works, Volume 79, page 384 
25  Germany surrendered to the Allies on May 7, 1945, and Japan on 14 August. 
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II. LETTERS TO RICHARD B. GREGG AND NILLA CRAM COOK 
 
[The letters of Gandhiji to two Americans, who were inmates of his ashram for 
several months each and followed its discipline, are of special significance in 
understanding him. With both Mr. Gregg and Miss Cook, Gandhiji had extensive 
correspondence - dealing with such diverse subjects as non-violence, religion, 
spinning, village industries, basic education, diet, cooking, gardening, clothes, 
laundering, scavenging and sanitation. His letters to them show Gandhiji as a 
man, with all his strengths and weaknesses, and explain the application of his 
philosophy of truth and non-violence in dealing with political, economic, social 
and personal problems. 
 
    Richard Bartlett Gregg and Nilla Cram Cook were very different in their 
backgrounds and interests. The former was a professional who was disillusioned 
with the Western civilisation, studied Gandhiji and went to India to learn more 
from him.  The latter was a young woman - intelligent, creative, Bohemian - for 
whom the visit to India and Gandhiji was perhaps part of an adventure. 
 
    Mr. Gregg arrived in India in the 1920s. The first national mass resistance to 
British rule under Gandhiji's leadership - the non-cooperation movement - had 
been suspended and Gandhiji had served a term of imprisonment. After release 
and recuperation from illness, he was concentrating on promoting spinning, 
weaving and other village industries as part of the "constructive programme" of 
the national movement. He gave generously of his time to answer Mr. Gregg's 
questions and help him to learn about India. Mr. Gregg, for his part, was able 
advise Gandhiji on several aspects of his constructive programme.  
 
    Benefitting from a stay of almost four years in India, including several months 
in the Ashram, Mr. Gregg made a significant contribution in interpreting the 
thought of Gandhiji to people in the United States of America and thereby 
inspiring non-violent resistance in that country in later years.  Friends Journal 
wrote in its obituary on the death of Mr. Gregg that he was a "quiet radical." 
 

    "He did not leave big footprints, or make any big splashes, but he is the 
real father of the movement toward non-violent resistance in this 
country."26 

 
    Miss Cook was in India in the early 1930s when Gandhiji was in prison for 
leading the Civil Disobedience campaign - the second national mass struggle 
under his leadership. He was at the time engaged in promoting action to eradicate 
untouchability, including penance by caste Hindus in the form of  service to uplift 
the untouchables. 
 
                                                           
26 Friends Journal, Philadelphia, May 15, 1974 
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