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This is the first pictorial biography of Gandhi in which the narrative-concise, readable

and incisive is illustrated with contemporary photographs and facsimiles of letters,

newspaper reports and cartoons, adding up to a fascinating flash-back on the life of

Mahatma Gandhi and the struggle for Indian freedom led by him. There is a skilful

matching in this book of text and illustrations, of description and analysis and of

concrete detail and large perspective. This pictorial biography will revive many

memories in those who have lived through the Gandhian era; it should also be of

interest to the post-independence generation.
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(Shri B. R. Nanda - former Director, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New

Delhi. His full-scale biography of Mahatma Gandhi has been published in India,
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About Gandhi

Sevagram ashram near Wardha in Maharashtra founded by Gandhiji in 1936.

In January 1948, before three pistol shots put an end to his life, Gandhi had been on

the political stage for more than fifty years. He had inspired two generations of

India, patriots, shaken an empire and sparked off a revolution which was to change
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the face of Africa and Asia. To millions of his own people, he was the Mahatma- the

great soul- whose sacred glimpse was a reward in itself. By the end of 1947 he had

lived down much of the suspicion, ridicule and opposition which he had to face,

when he first raised the banner of revolt against racial exclusiveness and imperial

domination. His ideas, once dismissed as quaint and utopian ,had begun to strike

answering chords in some of the finest minds in the world. "Generations to come, it

may be", Einstein had said of Gandhi in July 1944, "will scarcely believe that such

one as this ever in flesh and blood walked upon earth."

Though his life had been continual unfolding of an endless drama, Gandhi himself

seemed the least dramatic of men. It would be difficult to imagine a man with fewer

trappings of political eminence or with less of the popular image of a heroic figure.

With his loin cloth, steel-rimmed glasses, rough sandals, a toothless smile and a

voice which rarely rose above a whisper, he had a disarming humility. He used a

stone instead of soap for his bath, wrote his letters on little bits of paper with little

stumps of pencils which he could hardly hold between his fingers, shaved with a

crude country razor and ate with a wooden spoon from a prisoner’s bowl. He was, if

one were to use the famous words of the Buddha, a man who had "by rousing

himself, by earnestness, by restraint and control, made for himself an island which

no flood could overwhelm."

Gandhi’s, deepest strivings were spiritual, but he did not-as had been the custom in

his country- retire to a cave in the Himalayas to seek his salvation. He carried his

cave within him. He did not know, he said, any religion apart from human activity;

the spiritual law did not work in a vacuum, but expressed itself through the ordinary

activities of life. This aspiration to relate the spirit- not the forms-of religion to the

problems of everyday life runs like a thread through Gandhi’s career; his uneventful

childhood, the slow unfolding and the near- failure of his youth, reluctant plunge

into the politics of Natal, the long, unequal struggle in South Africa, and the

vicissitudes of the Indian struggle for freedom, which under his leadership was to

culminate in a triumph not untinged with tragedy.

Childhood
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Gandhi at the age of seven With his brother, Laxmidas, 1886

Mohandas Gandhi was born on October 2,1869, at Porbandar, on the western coast

of India. His grandfather Uttamchand Gandhi and father Karamchand Gandhi

occupied the high office of the diwan (Chief Minister) of Porbandar. To be Diwan of

one of the princely states was on sinecure. Porbandar was one of some three

hundred ‘native’ states in western India which were ruled by princes whom the

accident of birth and the support of the British kept on the throne. To steer one’s

course safely between wayward Indian princes, the overbearing British ‘Political

Agent’ of the suzerain power and the long- suffering subjects required a high degree

of patience, diplomatic skill and commonsense. Both Uttamchand and Karamchand

were good administrators. But they were also upright and honourable men. Loyal to

their masters, they did not flinch from offering unpalatable advice. They paid the

price for the courage of their convictions. Uttamchand Gandhi had his hose besieged

and shelled by the ruler’s troops and had to flee the State; his son Karamchand also

preferred to leave Porbandar, rather than compromise with his principles.

Karamchand Gandhi was, in the words of his son, "a lover of his clan, truthful,

brave, generous." The strongest formative influence on young Mohandas, however,

was that of his mother Putlibai. She was a capable woman who made herself felt in

court circles through her friendship with the ladies of the palace, but her chief

interest was in the home. When there was sickness in the family, she wore herself

out in days and nights of nursing. She had little of the weaknesses, common to

women of her age and class, for finery or jewellery. Her life was an endless chain of

fasts and vows through which her frame seemed to be borne only by the strength of

her faith. The children clung to her as she divided her day between the home and

the temple. Her fasts and vows puzzled and fascinated them. She was not versed in

the scriptures; indeed except for a smattering of Gujarati, she was practically

unlettered. But her abounding lover, her endless austerities and her iron will, left a

permanent impression upon Mohandas, her youngest son. The image of woman he

imbibed from his mother was one of love and sacrifice. Something of her maternal
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love he came to possess himself, and as he grew, it flowed out in an ever-increasing

measure, bursting the bonds of family and community, until it embraced the whole

of humanity. To his mother, he owed not only a passion for nursing which later

made him wash leper’s sores in his ashram, but also an inspiration for his

techniques of appealing to the heart through self-suffering –a technique which wives

and mothers have practised from time immemorial.

Young Mohandas’ school career was undistinguished. He did not shine in the

classroom or in the playground. Quiet, shy and retiring, he was tongue- tied in

company. He did not mind being rated as a mediocre student, but he was

exceedingly jealous of his reputation. He was proud of the fact that he had never

told a lie to his teachers or classmates; the slightest aspersion on his character drew

his tears. Like most growing children he passed through a rebellious phase, but

contrary to the impression fostered by his autobiography, Gandhi’s adolescence was

no stormier than that of many of his contemporaries. Adventures into the forbidden

land of meat- eating and smoking and petty pilfering were, and are not uncommon

among boys of his age. What was extraordinary was the way his adventures ended.

In every case when he had gone astray, he posed for himself a problem for which he

sought a solution by framing a proposition in moral algebra. ‘Never again’ was his

promise to himself after each escapade. And he kept the promise.

Off To England

Mohan passed the matriculation examination of Bombay University in 1887. His

father’s death a year earlier had strained the means of the family. Being the only

boy in the family who had persevered in his studies, its hopes rested on him and he

was sent to Bhavnagar, the nearest town with a college. Unfortunately for Mohan

the teaching was in English. He was unable to follow the lectures and despaired of

making any progress. Meanwhile, Mavji Dave, a friend of the family, suggested that

Mohan should go to English to qualify at the bar. Mohan jumped at the idea of going

abroad. His elder brother had no doubt that the proposal was attractive but

wondered how they could afford it. His mother was reluctant to let her youngest boy

sail to an alien land to face unknown temptations and dangers. The Modh Bania

caste to which the Gandhis belonged, threatened to excommunicate the whole

family if its injunction against foreign travel was infringed. All these hurdles were,

however, successfully overcome by Mohan’s determination to go abroad, and in

September 1888, at the age of 18, he sailed for England.

From the rural surroundings of Rajkot to the cosmopolitan atmosphere of a
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steamship was a tremendous change for Mohan. Adaptation to Western food, dress

and etiquette was a painful process. Both on board the ship and in London in the

first few weeks, Mohan could not help feeling that he was making a fool of himself.

He had promised his mother before leaving India that he would not "touch wine,

woman or meat". The vegetarian vow became a continual source of embarrassment

to him. His friends feared that his food fads would ruin his health, and make of him,

socially, a square peg. To disarm his critics and to prove that, vegetarianism apart,

he was not impervious to the new environment, he decided to put on a thick veneer

of ‘English culture’. Having made up his mind to become an ‘English Gentleman’, he

spared neither time nor money. Whatever the cost, the veneer had to be the best in

the market. New suits were ordered from the most fashionable tailors in London; the

watch was adorned with a double gold chain from India; under expert tuition,

lessons began in elocution, dancing and music.

Gandhi could not, however, throw himself into this experiment with complete self-

abandon. The habit of introspection had never deserted him. English dancing and

music did nit come easy to him. He began to see that drapers and dance halls could

turn him into an English gentleman, but only an English gentleman about town.

After a brief three months’ excursion, the introvert returned to his shell. There was a

rebound from extreme extravagance to meticulous economy. He began to keep an

account of every farthing he spent. He changed his rooms, cooked his own breakfast

and, to save bus fares, walked eight to ten miles daily. He was able to pare down his

expenses to £2 a month. He began to feel keenly the obligations to his family and

was glad that he had reduced the calls on his brother for funds. Simplicity

harmonized his inward and outward life; the dandyism of the first three months had

been only a defensive armour against those who considered him a misfit in English

society.

Vegetarianism, which had been a source of embarrassment to him, soon became an

asset. He came across a book entitled Plea for Vegetarianism by Henry S. Salt,

whose arguments went home. A meatless diet had been hitherto a matter of

sentiment to him; henceforth, it was one of reasoned conviction. Vegetarianism was

no longer an inconvenient obligation to his parents; it became a mission, the

starting point of a discipline of body and mind which was to transform his life. With

the zeal of a new convert, Gandhi devoured books on developed an interest in

cooking, outgrew the taste for condiments, and came to the sensible conclusion that

the seat of taste is not in the tongue but in the mind. The control of the palate was

one of the first steps in that discipline which was to culminate many years later in

total sublimation.

The immediate effect of vegetarianism was to give a new poise to young Gandhi,
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and to draw him out of his shell. He made his first venture into journalism by

contributing nine articles to the Vegetarian. These articles, largely descriptive, and

had occasional flashes of humour. That he should have sent these articles for

publication at all is a notable achievement, if we recall that back home in Bhavnagar

College he had been unable to follow lectures in English. He became a member of

the Executive committee of the London Vegetarian Society. In Bays water where he

stayed for a short time, he formed a vegetarian club. He came into contact with at

least one eminent vegetarian, Sir Edwin Arnold, the author of the Light of Asia and

The song Celestial, the two books which moved him deeply. He was stirred by the

life if the Buddha and the message of the Gita. In the vegetarian restaurants and

boarding houses of London he came across not only food faddists but also a few

devout men of religion. He owed his introduction to the Bible to one such contact.

The New Testament, particularly the Sermon on the Mount went straight to his

heart. The verses, "But I say unto you that ye resist not evil; but whosoever shall

thee at the law and take away thy coat, let him have thy cloak also" reminded him

of the lines of the Gujarati poet, Shamal Bhatt, which he used to hum as a child:

For a bowl of water give a goodly meal;

For a kindly greeting bow thou down with zeal;

For a single penny pay thou back with gold;

If the life be rescued, life do not withhold.

Thus the words and actions of the wise regard;

Every little service tenfold they reward.

But the truly noble know all men as one,

And return with gladness good for evil done.

The teachings of the Bible, the Buddha and Bhatt fused in his mind. The idea of

returning love for hatred, and good for evil, captivated him; he did not yet

comprehend it full, but it continued to ferment in his impressionable mind.

Briefless Barrister

In 1891 Gandhi passed the law examination successfully, but was assailed by doubts

and anxieties. He had read the law, but could he practise it? He found it hard

enough to speak to strangers in a small party. How would he be able to cross

swords with his rivals in the court- room? He had hard of legal luminaries like Sir

Pherozeshah Mehta of Bombay and could well imagine the sorry figure he would cut

in comparison. It was thus "with just a little leaven of hope mixed with despair" that

he sailed for India.
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An interview with Gandhi published by the
Vegetarian, London, June 13, 1891

A great shock lay in store for him when he landed at Bombay. His mother had died

while he was in England. It was only natural that he should have been anxious to

justify the hopes of his family which had invested so much on his foreign education.

His elder brother frankly expected rich dividends in the form of "wealth, and name

and fame". The barrister’s degree, however, was not an open sesame to the top of

the bar. Gandhi noticed that the home-bred Vakils of Rajkot knew more of Indian

law and charged lower fees than England sure ridicule; Gandhi, therefore, accepted

the advice of friends to go to Bombay to study India law and to secure what briefs

he could.

His experience in Bombay was no happier than in Rajkot. After waiting

unconscionably, he got his first brief for the modest fee of thirty rupees. As he rose

to cross-examine a witness, he was unable to collect his thoughts, collapsed into his

chair and refunded the fee to his client. This was a disgraceful debut, which filled the
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young barrister with black despair as to his future in a profession he had entered at

such a heavy cost.

Gandhi as a barrister in South Africa

The straits to which he had been reduced may be surmised from the fact that he

applied and was turned down for a part time job as a teacher in a Bombay high

school with the modest salary of seventy rupees (£5 1/2) a month. It was with some

relief that he discovered that he had a flair for drafting memorials and petitions. He

wound up his little establishment in Bombay and returned to Rajkot where petition-

writing brought him an income of three hundred rupees a month. He might have

settled down as a barrister scribe if he had not incurred the displeasure of the British

Political Agent in Rajkot in whose court most of his work lay. So, when an offer of a

job came to him from South Africa, he gladly accepted it. The contract was for a

year in connection with a civil suit; the remuneration was £105, a first-class return

fare and actual expenses. The fee was modest and it was not quite clear whether he

was engaged as counsel or as a clerk, but he was in no position to pick and choose.

He could hardly have imagined the new vistas of maturity and public service which

the South African adventure was to open to him.

In The 'Dark Continent'

Gandhi landed at Durban in May 1893. His employer Dada Abdulla, one of the

wealthiest Indian merchants in Natal, took him to see the Durban court. When the

European magistrate ordered Gandhi to take off his turban, he refused, left the

court- room and wrote a letter of protest in the local press in which he was

mentioned "as an unwelcome visitor". The experience in Durban, however, was

nothing compared with what befell him in the course of his journey from Durban to

Pretoria. When his train reached Maritzburg late in the evening, he was ordered to
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leave the first class compartment and shift to the van compartment. He refused, but

was unceremoniously turned out of the carriage. It was a bitterly cold night as he

crept into the unlit waiting- room of Maritzburg station and brooded over what had

happened. His client had given him no warning of the humiliating conditions under

which Indians lived in South Africa. Should he not call off the contract and return to

India? Should he accept these affronts as part of the bargain? So far Gandhi had not

been conspicuous for assertiveness; on the contrary he had been pathologically shy

and retiring. But something happened to him in that wind-swept waiting- room of

Maritzburg railway station as he smarted under the insult inflicted on him. The iron

entered his soul. In retrospect, this incident seemed to him as one of the most

creative experiences of his life. From that hour, he refused to accept injustice as a

part of the natural- or unnatural- order in South Africa. He would reason, he would

plead; he would appeal to the better judgment and the latent humanity of the ruling

race; he would resist, but he would never be a willing victim of racial arrogance. It

was not so much a question of redeeming his own self-respect as that of his

community, his country, even of humanity.

M. K Gandhi, Attorney, with his colleagues, at Johannesburg

The helpless resignation of the mass of Indian settlers, the fact that they were

illiterate, had few rights and did not know how to assert the rights they had. All this

had the miraculous effect of dissipating young Gandhi’s own diffidence. The feeling

of inferiority which had dogged him as a student in England and as a budding lawyer

in India vanished. In Bombay he had been unable to face a small cause court but

one of the first things he did on arrival at Pretoria was to convene a meeting of the
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Indian residents "to present to them a picture of their condition in Transvaal".

During the next twelve months, Gandhi was busy with the civil suit which had

brought him to Pretoria. In June 1894, he returned to Durban to sail for India. At the

farewell party which his grateful client Dada Abdulla gave him at Sydenham, a

pleasant suburb of Durban, Gandhi happened to glance through the pages of the

Natal Mercury, and learnt that a bill was being introduced into the Natal Legislature

to disfranchise India settlers. Gandhi’s host and other Indian merchants present at

the party were unable to throw any light on this measure. They knew enough

English to be able to converse with their white customers, but few of them could

read newspapers, much less follow the proceedings of the Natal Legislature. They

had come to Natal for trade, and politics did not interest them. They had not yet

realized that politics could affect their trade. "This is the first nail into our coffin",

was Gandhi’s comment. The Indian merchants pleaded with him to stay on in Natal

to take up the fight on their behalf. Gandhi agreed to defer his stay for a month.

Gandhi lost no time in settling down to work; the farewell party converted itself into

a political committee to plan Indian opposition to the bill. A sound instinct seems to

have guided the young barrister in organizing his first political campaign. He infused

a spirit of solidarity into the heterogeneous elements composing the Indian

community, and brought home the implications of the disfranchising measures not

only to his own people, but to the saner section of the European public opinion and

the Natal Government Most important of all, he gave the widest publicity to his

campaign to quicken the conscience of the peoples and Governments of India and

Great Britain; through petitions to the legislatures, statements in newspapers,

letters to prominent persons in Natal, Britain and India, and through public meeting,

Gandhi stressed the justice of the Indians, case. All this created a great stir but the

disfranchising bill was nevertheless passed by the Natal Legislature. On the

insistence of his Indian friends in Durban, Gandhi agreed to prolong his stay in

Natal, and was enrolled as an advocate to the Supreme Court. Since he retaining

fees to produce a minimum 300 a year which he reckoned enough to pay his way in

Durban.

The Young Politician

The first experience of political agitation into which Gandhi had been pitch forked

cured him of what once had seemed an incorrigible self-consciousness. Not that he

had a sudden attack of egotism; he was conscious of his limitations, and in a letter

dated July 5, 1894 to Dadabhai Naoroji, the eminent leader of the Indian National
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