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NOTE ON NAMES
Gandhi was known by a number ofnames and I have used some of

them in their various forms. It should not be difficult to remember

that Gandhi, Gandhiji, Bapu, Bapuji, the Mahatma or Mahatmaji all

refer to the same person. (Russian variations, including patronymics,
as used, e.g., by Tolstoy, can be much more confusing.)

In compensation for this I have avoided using the new names of

former provinces (now States) which did not, in fact, come into use

constitutionally until the day I left India, last year. To many who
knew a little of India in past years it will be more helpful to find

references to the United or Central Provinces than to be confronted

by Uttar Pradesh or Madhya Pradesh. But the future traveller will be

wise to make himself familiar with these and many other names not

to be found on the old maps.

R.R.

The author s thanks are due to Ethel Mannin for her help
in reading the proofs of this book.
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FOR
MAYA, MANU AND GAUTAM
WHEN THEY ARE OLDER
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CHAPTER ONE

And, snug asJonah in the Whale,
You may loll back and dream a tale.

COLERIDGE

WE ARE at Port Said. It is raining and I am in the hospital of the

Stratheden, bound for Tilbury. It is still early February, and immediate

prospects are altogether somewhat cheerless for anyone &quot;with a chill

on the kidneys, or whatever fancy name they give it nowadays.
But at least I am not regretting my inability to visit the emporium

of Simon Arzt, or to run the gauntlet of those cosmopolitan touts

who line the bazaars. Novelty, I suppose, was the only attraction of
the place when I arrived here, in 1929, on my first voyage to the East,

I was twenty-four then, and the whole thing was a grand adven

ture. I sailed in late September, when warmth still clung to the

western seas. The arrival at Port Saidwas the first peak ofexcitement.

This was the East, and my own initiation. Before dawn I heard the

great cables clang, the shouts from ship to shore; and from a bath

room porthole I saw a flaming football pushed suddenly over the rim
ofthe earth. Someone had told me the East begins where men wear
their shirts outside their trousers . There was now no doubt that I

had already arrived.

At Port Said, on that first trip, we stayed some hours for coal. I

had not until then realised quite how abrupt could be the change in

say
- the value of a human being. From the grey hours onwards

there was a ceaseless moaning noise, and when I came first on deck I

realised that the sound was made by Arabs who were bringing the

coal on board. In endless procession they panted up the gangways, at

the foot ofwhich overseers ofsome sort stood with lengths ofrope.
The rope s end was used to flick nonchalantly at the sweating bodies

as they passed
- not hard, so far as I could judge, but as part of a

ritual, no doubt preserved since the time ofthe Pharaohs. After I had

exploredmy first Eastern town I was astonished to findmany ofthese

labourers asleep on the deck ofthe ship, lying among the grime and

breathing the coal dust: I can still recall vividly the mixed odour of
coal and sweat.
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I was shocked and depressed, but not discouraged in my beliefthat

contact with the East would yet prove exhilarating. In this, indeed, I

was not disappointed, except for the two days which I spent in

Bombay. Apart from the fortunate few who live on one ofthe hills

outside the city, the people ofBombay breathe the atmosphere of a

Turkish bath after the monsoons - and that was my first impression
of India on my arrival. But I had no need to remain long in this

enervating place I was on my way to Sabarmati, the ashram of

Mahatma Gandhi, for a otay of indefinite duration.

Europeans are rare, even today, in the ashrams of India; in 1929

they were even rarer. I shall not attempt to define an ashram. One
differs a good deal from another, and before I have finished this book
I shall have described a few individually; but I could no more define

them generically than I could define a tree. I had not said much to

my travelling acquaintances on the ship about my plans in India, for

these plans were too absurdly vague to be quite credible. The result

had been a certain air of mystery about my intentions, increasing

general curiosity.

Even on my recent visitan affable Punjabi accosted me on a rail

way station and the result was the following curious dialogue:
Good day, sir, you are here on business?

No/
You are not selling anything?

9

(with surprise).

No.
Bewilderment was followed by a look of enlightenment and the

catechism continued:

You are in one of the Services?*

No/ I had to keep it up, just to see how far he would go and on
what lines.

*

&quot;No . . . No . . . No!&quot; Then you are travelling for pleasure?
No/
I hope I was not unfriendly. His persistence fascinated me as much

as the three grooves intowhich his curiosity overflowed. With a little

more reflection he might have considered me next as a possible

missionary, but he did not. Not on business, he said, in a tone that

was halfamused and halfexpostulatory, not in the Services and not
here on pleasure! In 1950 I could at least have given my questioner
a simple, positive answer, had he cared to put his question in four

simple words. It was with a slight regret that I watched him shuffle

off, instead, to tell the whole incredible story to one of his friends.
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But on the ship -which brought me to India in 1929 those ofmy
companions -who had asked quite directly why I was going had
received evasive answers. How could I put into a form that hard-
boiled businessmen, Civil servants, Army people and the like would

appreciate, the unsorted mixture of romance, politics, escapism,

curiosity and other ingredients which was propelling me to India?

My reticence had been the occasion ofmany misgivings. Like the

Punjabi gentleman, the Europeans on that ship knew that a person
might travel to India to sellsomething or as a member ofthe Services.

They would have allowed the third possibility of travelling for

pleasure and admitted a fourth, as some ofmy fellow travellers were
wives of missionaries rejoining their husbands in what they called

The Field . (I have known a number ofmissionaries and often tried

to find out about this Field, but without success. I have always
visualised it as a good-sized meadow where missionaries are per
petually busy with sickles.) But I cannot have looked sufficiently
affluent for one who travels for pleasure, and the missionary
memsahibs must have reported that I had failed to give the counter

sign. Then, in some embarrassment, one man who had been more

friendly with me than most of the passengers (and nearly all were

good-natured, kindly people in their relations with me) had drawn
me aside for a Few Words ofAdvice from an Older Man.
What it had all amounted to was this. I was young. I travelled

alone. Other people had definitejobs to go to, which was right and

regular. I had not. Itwas nobody s business to quiz me and my friend

was not going to. But some ofthem had been talking about me and

they were concerned that I should not get Wrong Ideas into my
head. I was (God help me) the type ofbright young manwho would

probably want to write a book. Anybody could see I was a writer by
observing the amount of writing I did and using his powers of
deduction. There had been far too many cold-weather tourists

popping into India for a few months and then writing books that

did *a lot ofharm over there*. And so on.

Somebody s happy hunting ground was evidently menaced. The
same man - one of the few of that voyage whom I later met in

India - put the matter more bluntly when he said to me in Calcutta

that the country was *the flesh-pots ofEgypt to us*. I listened to his

advice on both occasions, and to a degree which astonishes me I find

that I took it. The book my friend dreaded was not written, unless it

could be said that I am writing it now. I returned to England in the
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summer of 1930, studied Indian economic and social history in my
spare time for seven years, and produced my first book &quot;when I &quot;was

thirty-two. It is true that my book was about India, but it was

certainly not an account of the few months that I had spent there.

My journals of thatjourney have remained unpublished they are

among the material which I am now using for the first time.

The Sabarmati ashram, for which I left Bombay so precipitately in

1929, is near Ahmedabad - a night sjourney to the north ofBombay
and sufficiently inland to be free from that humidity &quot;which, had so

distressed me on arrival. I travelled second class on thatjourney, also

on some ofmy lastjourneys in 1930, when I was ill. Otherwise my
travels on my first visit to India were all by third class, or Inter/

when there were no third-class carriages on the train. ( Inter. was a

fourth class, between second and third. The old Inter.* coaches are

still in use, I find, but most of them are labelled Class IT, with an

appropriate increase in the cost of using them.)
One result oftravelling second class was that I unrolledmy newly-

purchased bedding,
1
put on pyjamas, and went very soundly to

sleep. I woke to find the train actually standing at Ahmedabad
station, and being quite unused to the ways of Indian trains I

jumped on to the platform inmy pyjamas, having rolled most ofmy
clothes hurriedly into my bedding. The train, of course, had I but

known, probably remained another half hour at the station, while

people argued about reservations with the inspector and with each

other, going from end to end of the platform accompanied by
coolies burdened with impossible weights ofcumbersome and quite
unbelievable luggage. (I refer, for example, to those heavy bronze

vessels and other peculiar necessities of life which sometimes make
even a sadhu on the road look like a rag-and-bone man doing a side

line in ironmongery.)
I said Gandhi Ashram

9
to a tonga-wallah (that is to say, a wallah

who drives a tonga), and to my relief he repeated it clearly. It was

early, by my standard, when the skinny horse halted at Sabarmati

about 8 or 9 a.m. but the ashram had begun its day at 4. The

sprawling mill town ofAhmedabad had not, at that time, spread far

in the Sabarmati direction. The ashram was about three miles from
the town, with a river between, which -was still quite broad and

1 la India one learns the mining of the expression: *Take up thy bed and -walk.&quot;

Only -wealthy hosts provide bedding it is normally assumed that the visitor will have

brought it &quot;with him.
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swift, recently replenished by the monsoons. Altogether, it looked

good.
This place, to which I had come for a stay ofunknown duration,

appeared as a collection ofpleasantly proportioned buildings, mostly
of one storey, and surrounded by verandahs. I was met by a few-

people in white khaddar, the hand-spun and hand-woven clothwhich

distinguished the active Gandhi-wallahs and Congress workers. They
were expecting me, but explained that Gandhi was away from the

ashram and would not be back for about three weeks. (He was, so

far as I remember, on a speaking tour in another part ofthe country.)
I was taken to aroom overlooking the water; and a few minutes after

my arrival I enjoyed, for the first time in my life, the ecstasy of

swimming in a swift Indian river. My body was carried without
effort by waters that cooled but never chilled. I have never experi
enced the same sensuous joy ^vhen swimming in Europe, except
once in the Rhine, at Basle, during the record heat-wave of 1947. It

is curious that my first impression of the austere life of Sabarmati

should be perpetually associated &quot;with such voluptuous sensations.

It is necessary to turn to my original journal letters of that time,

&quot;written for the information ofa few friends in England, in order to

recall accurately the details ofmy life at Sabarmati, while waiting
for Gandhi to return. I was not the only European living there.

Some four years previously Mirabehn* had come to the ashram, but

Mira, bless her heart, can wait this is my story and not hers; and at

the moment it is the story of the circumstances in which I came to

know Mahatma Gandhi. For &quot;without some efibrt to describe my
association with him and with Sabarmati twenty years ago I can

explain very little about my second visit to India, in 1949, or even

why I returned at all.

Many forgotten incidents and impressions come back to my
memory as I read myjournals. I evidently noted the better physique
ofthe country people after having seen only Bombay and Ahmeda-
bad, as I drove along the road on my first journey to Sabarmati.

They appeared sturdy and self-reliant as they passed, many ofthem

carrying great weights on their heads, singing and talking on their

way across the dry, sandy plain, I noticed the monkeys playing in

the road on my arrival at the ashram, *a strange place, halffarm, half

monastery*. I had not yet made the acquaintance of the technical

school where ginning, carding, spinning and weaving were taught.
I appear to have ignored also, in my first impressions, the school
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where the children were being taught on lines probably not very
different from those which have since become wellknown in India

for it must surely have been here that Gandhi s conception of Basic

Education was evolved. But I pkyed with the youngsters in the

river and found them in many ways the easiest company in this

strange place with its unfamiliar cultural tradition.

Then there was the C.I.D. man who was on my track -within an

hour ofmy arrival, wanting to know all about me. And there was

my first reaction to Indian music when I attended the ashram prayers,
held in the early morning and in the evening on a patch of sand

above the river. It took me a long time to develop any appreciation
ofIndian music and even today I find some of it hard going. It was
soon clear, in fact, that life at Sabarmati was going to need more

patience than I had supposed. Patience was not my strong point; but

I had gone to India &quot;with a determination to make amends, so far as

one person could do so, for all the degradation that Indians had
suffered from the British. When I thought of that I found that I

could generally put up with most things chanting that sounded
monotonous and threatened to be interminable, neighbours who
seemed incapable of reading to themselves without reading aloud,

people who came and stared at one in silence or worse still en

gaged one -without warning in major questions about God or

Western Civilisation.

Until Gandhi arrived at the ashram there were no outstanding

personalities at Sabarmati, except MahadevDesai, Gandhi s secretary,
a man endowed -with what is sometimes called charm*. But there

were some rather bogus people whose presence made it harder to

appreciate the place and its real purpose. One, I remember, was a

man who had fasted for fifty-five days and lost his memory for

about three months afterwards. I noted that his memory, so far as

the fast was concerned, had evidently returned to him, as he con

tinually referred to it. Himself, his fast and the state ofhis health (on
which he volunteered information every time one met him) were
his sole subjects of conversation. He appeared to be one of the most
robust members of the community, but walked with a reeling

waddle, which disappeared
- so I discovered - at a distance ofa mile

or so from the ashram. To do justice to the ashram community, I

should add that many appeared quite unimpressed. I was even in

formed by one sceptic that during the delirium which followed his

fast this man continually asked for food and added, But don t let
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Mahatmaji know/ An examination of my own unconscious mind
would have revealed a chronic craving for coffee and nicotine. But
then, I was not a holy man, and my plain living had little to do with

high thinking.
Another curious specimen was the man who lived on unfixed

food*. Gandhi had experimented unsuccessfully not long since with
a diet consisting exclusively of uncooked food of vegetable origin;

many had imitated him, they had made themselves ill andabandoned
the experiment which was reasonable enough, as the object was
intended to be an improvement in health. This man, however, had
thrived on the diet, but nothing was further from his mind than

bodily health or so he maintained. His object was the realisation

ofGod through the suppression ofdesire. One day I heard this very
holy man engaged in a loud and angryargument (a thing uncommon
at Sabarmati) in -which he was maintaining that, as he ate no cooked

food, he should not be expected to put in the hour s work for the

kitchen -which had been allocated to him among his responsibilities.
I learnt to spin -never very well-tried my hand at ginning,

carding and weaving (recalling ironically the winding sheet of
Edward s race

), worked in the fields every morning, and began to

learn Sanskrit and Hindi. I talked a great deal, finding my com
panions very eager to discuss every imaginable subject, but always
as I felt - a little heavily. When anything really amused me I had to

put it into a letter or into my journals; for not until Gandhi arrived

did I find anyone with whom I could really share the lighter side of
life. (His sense ofhumour was to be one ofmy most welcome dis

coveries.1) The ashramites talked of him incessantly, quoting his

words on every subject under discussion. And nearly always they

spoke of him as Bapu or Bapuji*. Bapu* has been rendered as

Father , but I think Dad* expresses it more nearly. It is a familiar

and affectionate title. The ji* at the end is the usual sufEx implying

respect, like our Mr . And mean-while Mr Daddy wrote me letters

in his own hand, on the coarse hand-made paper which he always
used &quot;when it was available.

1 It could be devastating. Verrier El-win, whom the reader -will meet in due course,
once came to see Bapu when he was staying with a high-caste Indian lady. For caste

reasons she did not wish to give Elwin hospitality, but would not admit the real

reason, which Gandhi immediately recognised. She said she had no spare room.

Gandhiji said die verandah would do. But -what about his bath, asked the lady. *He
doesn t bath, said Bapu, beginning to enjoy himself. &quot;And the toilet . . . ? The reply
was shattering: *Oh, Verrier sublimates everything.*
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The first ofthese letters was concerned mainly -withmy health and

gave advice as to food. Gandhi also wanted me to *get the meaning
of the verses and hymns sung at prayer time*, and to write to him

regularly each week until his return to Sabarmati, giving him freely

my impressions oflife there. His advice as to the verses and hymns I

evidently followed to the best of my ability, for I have an old

exercise book in &quot;which large chunks ofthe Bhagavad Gita and other

poems are written with their English translations as expounded by
the man who was teaching me Sanskrit. Most of this instruction I

have long forgotten, but a line here and there remains in my mind.

Once, for example, on my recent visit, I met a learnedpandit from

Benares - he was introduced to me on a mountain as a great Sanskrit

scholar, and when I was on my way down I overtook him. Wishing
to be friendly, but hampered by the . difficulties of language, I

suddenly recalled a little ofwhat I learned at Sabarmati and chanted

aline of the Gita:

Visaya vinivartante, niraharasya dehinah . . .

They were chosen at random, and must have sounded strange from
an Englishman who knew only a few words of Hindustani. (The

rough meaning is that material objects cease to concern a man who
does not take food.) But the old pandit was delighted and instantly

capped my lines with the next two (which explain that, after the

realisation ofGod, the desire ofsuch a man for sexual gratification is

annihilated). It was a strange conversation between two strangers on
a mountain.

The great festival of Devali came while I was still awaiting
Gandhi s arrival at the ashram. Even at Sabarmati, where there was a

puritanical devotion to work and mistrust of leisure, two days

holiday celebrated this occasion the Hindu New Year, honoured

by illuminations and loud explosions such as England reserves for

the commemoration, ofGuy Fawkes, at about the same time.

I was taken into Ahmedabad to see the celebrations there, and
visited some world-famous mosques. After I had admired the

minarets and innumerable columns of carefully chiselled stone (all

cut in most intricate patterns and deliberately constructed to give as

much echo as possible) I explored the magnificent ruins of the old

walled city it contrasted strangely with the factory chimneys and
the dirty cinema we passed in the modern town. My journals then

refer to my first experience ofnotoriety - and of untouchability:
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White khadi* is rather conspicuous on anyone, but when an

Englishman wears a dhoti of this material he must be prepared to
be stared at by everyone in the street. However, my friends at the
ashram imploredme to do so, because itwould be such an excellent

advertisement for the khadi movement. So I entered Ahmedabad
in full Oriental dress, hand-spun and hand-woven, to put to
shame those unpatriotic citizens who clothed themselves in mill-
cloth and even in Western style.
Of course, everywhere we went we collected a crowd. It was

worstoutside aHindutemple &quot;where thereligiouscelebrationswere
1^

going on. There I had the experience ofbeing refused admission:
no reason was given, but I gather that Europeans are technically
Untouchables because oftheir deficiency in personal hygiene,

jj
was too reticent in those days to specify in what this deficiency

consisted. For the benefit ofthosewho donot know, I should explain
that a caste Hindu, ifhe keeps all the rules, bathes every day in run

ning water, cleans his teeth after every meal, uses water for a purpose
which is served in a European toilet by paper, always washes his

hands after such occasions, and removes his shoes or sandals (with
the dirt of the road) before entering a living room or a kitchen -

especially a kitchen. His objection to European conceptions of

hygiene are (i) that Christian teaching is silent on these essential

matters, which a good Hindu considers a monstrous omission, be
cause hygiene (or his conception ofhygiene) is an inseparable part of
his religion; (2) that he cannot believe that people who do not make

hygiene a matter ofreligious instruction can possibly take it seriously
or be trusted to behave fastidiously enough; (3) that Europeans have

the disgusting habit ofsitting in their own dirty bath water instead of

pouring water over themselves; (4) that few Europeans clean their

teeth after eating; (5) that they use paper . . . (*Can paper deanse? I

was once asked in a horrified voice) ; (6) that hand-washing is left to

individual taste, and cannot be relied upon; and (7) that we defile

our houses &quot;with the filth on our shoesy
There are probably many other points I mention only those that

occur to my mind, recalling many conversations on this interesting

topic. So much has been said and written by Europeans much ofit

with good reason - in criticism ofthe personal habits ofIndians, that

it isjust as well to remember the case as a good Hindu sees it. He even

eats with his hand (his right hand the left being used for a truly
sinister purpose, and strictly taboo at the table) because, as he very
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reasonably remarks, you can be sure ofyour hand being clean, but

who cleaned the spoon? However, it is time I returned to my own

experience of being treated as an Untouchable. My friends were

indignant about this refusal of temple entry. They talked solemnly
of reporting the matter to Gandhiji as a case meriting immediate

attention a case almost on his own doorstep at that. Whether they
said anything or not, it is evident that I mentioned the matter myself
as an amusing incident in one ofmy letters - it seemed to me rather

appropriate that Hindus should get their own back for British

superiority, and I did not mind personally that I happened to be the

supposed victim on this occasion.

Gandhi s reply was typical. He mistook my ironical amusement
for charity, gave me full marks for that, but added that the hideous

truth is that this bar is a variety of the curse of untouchability*. He
must have been concerned by the multiplicity ofmy interests, for in

this letter he warned me against being greedy about doing many
things at once

9

. He wanted me to do some things at least well . This

referred to things taught at the ashram.

One day at Sabarmati very much resembled any other, and I fell

in with the monastic simplicity
- even the monotony - of the life

more easily than I should have expected to do. We rose at 4 a.m.,

roused by a quite intolerable and insistent bell, and hurried to the

prayer ground with hurricane lamps. I remember that a poem of

Tagore s, chanted on the second day ofDevali, was the first thing I

heard there which appealed to my Western ear. Every day they sang
the hymn already quoted

- in which Krishna describes the ideal

man, *the man with the balanced mind , who appeared to me very
bland and imperturbable, and not at all to my liking. But there was

something that fascinated me about those gatherings ofwhite-robed

figures under the stars, especially the brief silence -which was part of
the ritual.

From 5 to 6 o clock one bathed and dressed, and I either washed

my clothes in the approved Indian manner by bashing them good
and hard -with a lump ofwood, or I would do some other personal
chores such as cleaning my room. The room was a square stone cell,

with two shelves and two built-in cupboards. There was also a rough
bedstead (an unexpected luxury), and on my arrival the only chair

in the ashram had been put atmy disposal. But I soon managed to be
rid ofit. I gave up shaving at Sabarmati - there seemed to be no time
for it and began to grow a very ineffective beard.

10
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At 6 o clock die common chores began, and in my early days I

joined the squad which cut up vegetables for the kitchen. This was
considered a privilege, as Gandhi himself chose this work when he
was at the ashram, and one could talk to him at the job. Breakfast

consisted ofmilk or rob (a kind ofwheaten porridge) with a piece of

dry toast. Then at 7 o clock another bell sounded, announcing the

beginning of the day s serious work. For me this meant the land. I

would work outdoors for about three and a halfhours, breaking the

hard earth with an instrument that is swung downwards, like a pick,
but with an adze at the end ofit - something like a mattock without

the chisel edge.
At 10.50 we had our midday meal rice, chapatis (unleavened

bread), boiled vegetables, dahl (pulse) and ghee (oil made from

butter). Sometimes there would be milk, curds or fruit. No spices
were used. We worked on from noon till 4.30 and in my case this

meant the technical school, with sometimes a break for lessons in

Sanskrit and Hindustani, or a lecture on the khadi movement. This

last would be partly an exposition of the theory behind the effort to

build up the cotton industry again, as a decentralised village craft,

and partly a course ofinstruction in practical methods.

At 4.30 I would go swimming, accompanied by most of the

children. There was a good diving pool until the waters subsided.

The evening meal, similar to that at midday, was at 5.40. For meals

we sat on the stone floor ofa long building, facing each other in two

long rows, the servers walking up and down with large bowls of

food andjugs ofwater. &quot;We used only bronze tails (trays) and vessels

of bronze, each person cleaning his own utensils by the simple and
effective Indian method of rubbing them with earth and rinsing
with water. One evening there was an unusual number ofpeople at

the place -where this cleaning was done, and some of us took our

things down to the river. Great fish, called malchri, about two feet

long, came and snapped up morsels offood almost out ofour hands.

They seemed to be quite tame .
1

The time from 6.20 until 7 p.m. I tried to keep apart for studying

Hindi; but the demands ofmyjournal and correspondence gradually
made this impossible, and cut into every minute of available time.

At 7 o clock there were prayers again, and any general announce-

1
Perhaps because therewasno fishing.Ahimsa (non-violence) was so strictlyobserved

that when we caught venomous snakes, as we did on several occasions, they were

gently deposited in a neighbouring nullah.

II
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ments relating to the life and work of the ashram. Soon after 8 one

-went to bed - with prayers again at 4 a.m. it seemed only reasonable.

As I shall have more to say later about decentralised industry I &quot;will

not discuss at this point one of the main functions of the ashram,

which was the training ofyoung men and women for -work in the

villages, principally in connection with the revival ofkhadi or khaddar

(hand-spun and hand-woven cloth). The life at Sabarmati, it will be

observed, was highly disciplined
- ifyou could not stand up to it you

would not be ofmuch use in the village work, either for the con

structive programme or for leading a civil disobedience campaign.
In a country where time matters, ifpossible, even less than it does

in Ireland ( There s time enough*) or in Spain ( Mariana
9

) it was

astonishing how rigidly Gandhi managed to rule Sabarmati by the

clock. In this he openly admired Western practice, and never minded

being called a slave to his watch the big, ugly timepiece that he -was

always consulting. I was warned by many, before I ever met him,
that appointments with the Old Man must be kept to the minute
he would take no excuse for unpunctuality, kept nobody waiting
himselfand would not be kept waiting. The late-comer would find

he had missed his chance. In this matter and many others I already
felt I knew Gandhi before I ever met him but most of all I felt that

the place and its routine reflected his mind. To know Sabarmati in

those days was in a great measure - to know its founder and

spiritual head.

Another extract from my journals describes the people of the

ashram under four heads, with some indication ofthe functions ful

filled by this place:

The community may be roughly divided into four classes.

First there are the members ofthe ashram, including its permanent
staff, all under certain vows which include celibacy and poverty.
They constitute something like a monastic order, comparable to
that of St Francis in many respects, and their membership con
tinues for life, whether they continue to reside here or not.

Next, there are the students. They are mostly young men
(though there are also older men, and women) and mostly
educated, but they come from every part ofIndia and from every
class, including both Brahmins and Untouchables . During the
time that they spend here (about eighteen months) they learn the
whole science ofspinning and weaving, including cleaning, gin
ning, carding and sizing. They study everything connected with
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these arts, from the construction of the tools and machines used
in different parts ofthe country to the economics ofthe Khaddar
Movement. Then they go out to their own districts to work in

the distributing and selling centres, or perhaps to create such
centres. By means of these centres, cotton is supplied to the

spinners and yarn to the weavers, and the products sold again
without a middleman s profits; and advice is given to the villagers
for the improvement of their apparatus.
The third class is that of the children who come here to

Gandhiji s model school, where education of a national and

religious character is provided. It is one ofthe Mahatma s serious

charges against the Government that their system ofeducation is

an attempt to anglicise the nation, and this same charge is brought
against many of the mission schools. The English language and
literature have ousted Hindi and Sanskrit in these schools, and the

teaching of History is said to be a piece of systematic political

propaganda. A number of young fellows here have given me
their personal experience of this system, and I was specially
amazed at what was told me ofthe mission schools. For instance,

the wearing ofkhadi is either discouraged or prohibited in most of
the Government colleges, which is quite understandablewhen one
considers that the khadi movement is avowedly directed against
British trade; but the mission schools, -which are not directly
involved in this struggle, take up the same attitude in many
cases. However, they are often dependent on Government grants.

After which digression I return to the fourth class ofashramites
the guests (such as myself) who come for a short or indefinite

period at the invitation ofGandhiji. &quot;We live in a bungalow build

ing close by the river, but work and take our meals with -the

members and students. Some are doing specialresearch or political
work, but everyone here accepts the discipline ofthe ashram, and

puts in at least a portion of his time with the charkha (spinning-

wheel).

It was towards the end of November that Gandhi returned to

Sabarmati. In. the dim light one evening I saw him, and heard his

voice for the first time at prayers the following morning. Soon we
must meet, but he was a very busy man and I was quite prepared to

waitmy turn. It came unexpectedly, as I was working that day in the

weaving shed trying to make a carpet and realising how much
more difficult it is than one would expect it to be.

Then somebody behind me laughed and I turned round. Well,

stranger/ he said.

13
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CHAPTER TWO

Hisfools in vesture strange

God sent to range
The World, and said: Declare

Untimely wisdom; bear

Harsh witness and prepare
The paths ofchange*

w. G. HOLE

ALMOST THE first thing that Gandhi said to me, after I returned

bis greeting, was by &quot;way
of a question

- a clinical question which
doctors and nurses ask byway ofroutine, but not the sort ofquestion
generally asked by a host in this country when greeting a guest.

India is a country, however, -where a great deal of prudery in

behaviour - as we should regard it is found side by side with*very

outspoken conversation. If you are really concerned with your
guest s health, what is more reasonable than to enquire from him as

to the state ofhis bowels? Gandhi has often been called a Puritan, and
so he was in many respects. But his puritanism had more in common
with that of Stubbes and the straight-firom-the-shoulder stuffofour
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries than it had with the coy, evasive,

mincing British puritanism of the last hundred years. Many things
were taboo at Sabarmati, but there was no taboo on discussing them,
or on tte discussion of any subject whatsoever.

So we began with a very detailed discussion ofmy state ofhealth,
whichwas followed by some excellent advice from the old man he
had not experimented on his own body for a lifetime without learn

ing a great deal about health, and particularly about food. As a

memory to treasure - and, after all, one s first meeting with a man
like Gandhi is a great event

- this discourse was hardly what I would
have chosen in those days. But today I am glad that it was so true to

type. For I never knew a man who set out more deliberately not to

impress people. He could never
c

put on an act*; but when something
spectacular seemed to be expected he would produce what looked to

me like a calculated anticlimax. (The great Quaker saint, John
Woolman, had this in common with Gandhi; and indeed he shared

www.gandhimedia.org



many other characteristics -with the Mahatma.) Months later, wjbten

Gandhi was arrested in 1930, the whole business was beautifully

staged by the Government they cut offall telegraphic communica
tion for a whole night and surrounded Gandhi s camp with armed

police. Then the officials who were to make the arrest entered the

camp and woke their man from his sleep. One of those who were

present told me that Bapu was given a few minutes for anything he

might want to do or say an admirable opportunity for a dramatic

farewell to his companions, which nobody but a really great man
could have resisted. I understand that all he said was: Thank you
very much; I think I ll clean my teeth/

From the first I liked this dear old man, with his bald pate (except
for the sacred tuft* it was close-shaven wherever the hair still pre
sumed to grow). He wore spectacles over his pointed nose, and his

birdlike mouth was as full oflaughter and kindness as it was emptyof
teeth -for he considered it vanity to wear his false teeth except
when eating. I call him old, though he was then only sixty, because

he looked so old, even in those days. And yet he had more vitality

than anyone I ever knew. But it took me a long time to understand

a little about the quality in Gandhi which gave him such enormous

power in India. I saw him at first as a kindly, practical, sensible, un
emotional person, ofdevastating sincerity; but I knew there must be

more than that about him and hoped that time would disclose the

rest.

Two ofhis notes to me, written at Sabarmati, are ofsome interest

because they demonstrate further that practical and personal atten

tion to detail which was so astonishing in a man with really weighty
matters on his mind. Once a week Bapu &quot;would have a Silence Day*,
when he -would not speak to anybody. The reason was simple

enough there was absolutely no privacy in his life, and a day of

complete silence offered the only chance to deal with articles and

correspondence. Each ofthe notes to which I refer was written on a

Silence Day.
The first was concerned with the welfare and comfort of two

American guests who were coining to Sabarmati for a day or two.

The note expressed anxiety that they should have the necessary
creature comforts supplied to them so long as it is in our power to

do so*. I was asked to act as *corhost with an Indian member ofthe

community *and see that they do not feel strangers in a strange land*.

Only those who know the pressure ofWork under which such notes
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were written will ever appreciate their full value. There was at that

time a first-class political crisis, with political leaders continually

arriving at the ashram for consultations. Gandhi was, of course,

giving this matter his closest attention. He was also editing Young
India and writing most of the articles in it, dealing with his vast

correspondence, personally superintending the work of the All-

India Spinners* Association and concerned -with the administration

of the ashram. At one time, I remember., he was also acting as the

spokesman of the Ahmedabad millworkers in a dispute with the

employers. He was frequently asked to arbitrate himself in many
personal and political disputes, and I know not -what else besides.

Add to this the fact that he never missed his morning walk (when
few could keep pace with him) or his daily hour at the spinning-
wheel or the morning and evening prayers it was certainly an

achievement that he was never too busy to be the perfect host, and
that he had time for the troubles of every child at the ashram.

The other Silence Day letter is even more remarkable, for the

same reason. The old man had passed me as he came from his bath,

and noticed that my nose was bleeding. The few lines he wrote and
sent to me five minutes later were by way of advice as to &quot;what I

should do about it.

I have said that he never had any privacy. Few people can ever

have had a really private interview with Gandhi. I noticed with sur

prise that when he first gave me half an hour to discuss my plans
with him, four other people were in the room at the time of my
arrival and many others immediately crowded round the open doors.

But it was when I set out for Wardha with the Gandhi menage that

I really saw the full extent to -which he was positively persecuted by
the adoration and curiosity of the people.
The old ashram at &quot;Wardha, in the Central Provinces, was pur

destination not Sevagram, which lies outside the town ofWardha
and was built many years later, but a place similar in its regime to

Sabarmati, differing from it (in my view) chiefly in the absence ofa
river and the fact that life there seemed to me rather more bleak.

(Among other things, I recall that they used a really horrible vege
table oil in place ofghee.} We travelled to Wardha third ckss - $a
va sans dire - and Gandhiji, from the moment we left Ahmedabad
station, struggled with correspondence in spite of the usual over

crowding (fortunatelynot so bad in those days as it has become since) .

Indeed, he even began writing before the train left Ahmedabad
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station, in spite ofthe crowd which had assembled on tKe platform.
In Ahmedabad he was seen frequently, and evidently felt no duty to

speak on this occasion. The jolting of the abominable rolling stock

did not disturb him any more than did the admirers at Ahmedabad.
It was when we stopped at later stations that the difficulties began.

Everywhere thatwe halted, vast crowds were waiting 011 the plat
forms. People struggled to get near Gandhi and present their hanks
of hand-spun cotton an innovation which had replaced, in his

case, the usual garlands of flowers with which visitors in India are

often honoured. Money would be brought for the All-India

Spinners Association, and at most pkces the Mahatma spoke to the

crowds -very soberly, concerned that their volatile enthusiasm

should be canalised in practical forms ofexpression. (How they even
knew he was on the train was a mystery - thejourney had not been

previously announced in the press, and yet the crowds included

peasants who had walked up to twenty miles to the nearest station

people who, in any case, were unlikely to read newspapers and

certainly did not own radio sets.)

The line ofattack on such occasions was generally very much the

same, as explained to me by other members of the party. He would
discuss the curse of untouchability, the need for Hindu-Moslem

unity and brotherhood, the khaddar movement and rehabilitation of

village industries, the equal place ofwomen, along -with men, in the

national renaissance, and the campaign against drink and drugs (such
as opium). Sometimes he would hold up his hand when talking of
this five-point programme, and ask an audience ofpeasants to do the

same, so that they might remember each point, finger by finger.
And then he would say that the wrist stood for non-violence - the

source and life of all the points he had enumerated. The five points
were, ofcourse, merely the first steps inthe ConstructiveProgramme.

In the Ttduka ofBardoli the crowds were doubled. Here a recent

no-tax campaign had forced the Government, after a prolonged

struggle, to appoint a commission ofinvestigation. (The campaign
had been led by Vallabhbhai Patel, until his death the strong man* of

the present Indian Government.) As the report of the Commission
had vindicated almost all the claims of the peasants, the prestige of
the All-India National Congress stood exceptionally high in this

part of the country; but one also noticed the superior discipline of

people who had faced imprisonment, confiscation of property and

police brutality without giving way. The crowds here were well
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