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Talk of Peter Rühe with Dr. Usha Mehta, Saturday, December 17, 1988

[0:00:00]
Peter Rühe: Ushabehn, can you tell me where and when you were born, which education you

got?

Usha Mehta: I was born on March 26, 1920 in a village in Gujarat and my primary education
was done in different parts of Gujarat because my father was a judge and his job
was transferring him. So, we moved from one place to another and it is only

after 1930 that I settled down in Bombay and since that time I have been in
Bombay. I passed my school leaving examination in 1935 and thereafter I joined
Wilson College in Bombay and passed my BA examination in 1939. By the way,
the subject that I had offered was philosophy. It included social and political
philosophy as well and I stood first in the whole of the university in my subject.

Thereafter I joined for law course and I passed my LLB examination in 1941. I
was simultaneously studying for my masters degree examination and my terms
were filled in. I was due to appear in ‘41. Now, I had to decide whether to go in
for the law examination or for MA examination and I gave preference to law
because I wanted to devote more time and study more deeply and intensively
for my masters examination. So, I would have appeared for it in 1943, but in the
meantime came the ‘Quit India’struggle of 1942 so my studies were disturbed
and thereafter I could not appear for my MA examination because I was arrested
and was in jail for four years. I was released only in ’46.

Thereafter I thought it is now too late to appear for the masters examination so I
directly began preparing for the doctorate examination, that is PhD examination
and I completed it in ’52. So, this is my background so far as education is
concerned, Peter.

Peter Rühe: Yes. When did you come in touch with the freedom struggle, the Gandhian
movement?

Usha Mehta: Alright, yes. When I was about seven to eight years old my father was working at
Broach in Gujarat, and those were the days when the country was almost
electrified because the struggle was in the air. Everyone was more or less
prepared to do whatever Gandhiji wanted them to do and we young children
also were almost mesmerized by Gandhiji and his followers in different parts of
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the country including Gujarat. So this was the year of 1928 and that time the

Simon Commission was touring India in connection with constitution reforms,
but since no Indian member was included in the Commission, almost all the
political parties had boycotted the commission.

[0:05:08]
So, we were asked to come out and make the commission members feel that
they were absolutely unwanted. So, our slogan was Simon Go Back, and we had
formed very many resistance groups. Now, the children also formed their own
groups and, you know, Gandhiji used to talk of Ramraj as his ideal state. And
some of us not knowing that Gandhiji was not talking in terms of historical Rama,
but that he wanted an ideal and equalitarian state as also an egalitarian society,
we thought Gandhiji was our Rama, and perhaps you know that Rama was
helped by monkeys when he had to go to Ceylon.

So, what we children did was we formed a small group of our own, all say – I
mean we called it an army and called it Monkey Army. Vanar is the Hindi word

for monkey and Sena is the word for army. So, we formed Vanar Sena or a
monkey army, and they both boys and girls were registered as members and
they could take part in any of the activities organized by this Sena. However…

Peter Rühe: Who – how were you organized, who organized these students groups? Was it
by the teachers or by…

Usha Mehta: No.

Peter Rühe: Most probably not.

Usha Mehta: You know Gandhiji had his followers in almost all parts of the country so there
were some leaders who were veteran workers and some of them had stayed
with Gandhiji in his ashrams and taken training under him, and this you could
find anywhere. Similarly in the place where I was staying that is Broach also,
there were two or three senior leaders and it were they who would organized
these Senas but they were helped by young college students and students from
the school also. So, there was hardly any locality where you will not find one
volunteer or the other who was working for this army.

Now, - and members were enrolled in thousands literally. We used to take out
processions then distribute banned literature, also hold small street corner
meetings. We used to go and tell our parents about how the Britishers were
arresting us and it was our bond and duty to see that they quit the country and
all that. And early morning we used to take out processions and sing devotional
songs and instead of getting angry with them for disturbing their sleep, our
elders also used to come down and join us in this early morning processions of
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ours. But once Peter it so happened that we girls somehow felt that, I mean, our

identity was almost lost in this army which had both boys and girls. So, we said
why shouldn’t we organize a separate army of our own.

So, we girls formed a separate army. It was a unit of the larger group but we
gave a special name to our group.

Peter Rühe: Through the nucleus of the…

Usha Mehta: That’s right. So, we said if the boys called themselves monkeys and then we will
call ourselves cats. See this was my – Vanar Sena the word in our language is
Manjur so we called ourselves Manjur Sena. So, whenever we had to face the
police the Vanar Sena will do hop, hop, hop, hop like the monkey and we the
volunteers of Cat Sena, we would say meow, meow, meow, and that was enough
to unnerve the police completely. They would just leave from the place and
leave us alone to do whatever what we were doing.

Now, there was an interesting incident that happened. Once, we the volunteers
of the cat army had taken out a procession to – I mean against these Simon
Commissions. So, our slogans were “Simon Go Back, Up, Up the National Flag,
down, down, the Union Jack”. “Incallabh Zindabad” that is “Long live
Revolution,” “Mahatma Gandhi ki jay”, “Bharat Mata ki jay” and all this. And we
were carrying placards some of us and some of us had our tricolour flags, the
congress flag.

So, when we were proceeding the policemen came there and they had their
sticks, lathis as we used to call them, and some of them even had rifles. So, they
began beating and one of the girls of this cats army she resisted and resisted till
the last, but ultimately she succumbed to it and she fell down, and when she fell
down naturally the flag that she was holding first also fell down from her hands.

So, we people became I mean terribly disturbed so we went to our senior
leaders and told them that we are very sorry we could not keep the honour of
the flag. Eventhough every morning we were reciting the song that whatever
happens we will uphold the dignity of the flag but we said we feel very bad and
sad that we are not able to keep our word. This that we take, pledge that we
take in the morning we have not been able to keep it so you please show us
some way out by which we can avoid doing this. The leaders could not give any
reply so we said, if you can’t guide us then please be guided by us, and you know
all of us between the age of eight and twelve. So they said, all right we will abide
by whatever you say, so what is it that you have to say?

We said, “you open these khadi shops”. So they opened it and it was almost
midnight, they opened the khadi shops. And they said, what do you want from
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here? We said you give us khadi of the three colours of the flag, white, red and

green, so they gave us. They said how much? We said as much as we want or as
much as you can supply. They said all right. All the khadi that is here of these
three colours is yours, do whatever you like. So, then taking that we went to
again district court. We went to the street then naturally our aunts and
grandmothers and mothers they were terribly worried about us because we had
not gone back home. So they came to us and wanted us to go home. We said,
we won’t be coming to – coming back home today but we want you to be here
to help us out.

They said, in what way can we help you? We said, go and get your thread and
needle and help us stitch uniforms. So, overnight we sat and we stitched
uniforms of these three colours, you know, We had I think red colour petticoat,
green blouse and white shin.

Peter Rühe: Sari.

Usha Mehta: Yeah. So, next day morning again we took out a procession and that day we did
not carry flags in our hands but even then we went to the police station and we
gave a challenge to the police that if you have courage and face today and see
how you can bring down our flag because today it’s not this flag, cloth flag, but
we ourselves have become live flags and come to you.

[0:15:07]
And they with folded hands they put down their sticks and they said, we will not
do anything to you because we appreciate what you children are doing. And
then Gandhiji sent special messengers to congratulate us for the courage that we
had shown and without anyone’s guidance, this was completely spontaneous.

Peter Rühe: Really? Wonderful.

Usha Mehta: So, this was I mean my first involvement so to say in this struggle.

Peter Rühe: Yes. You said it wasn’t – the incident you just told me took place in ’27, ’28
right?

Usha Mehta: Yeah, right, right.

Peter Rühe: Wasn’t that the time when the young Jawaharlal Nehru and Muhammad Ali
Jinnah returned from England from their studies and also Subhas Chandra Bose
came into the picture or tried to get rid of the British by the revolutionary
means?

Usha Mehta: Yeah, yeah, yeah they did.
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Peter Rühe: But you still stick to Gandhiji’s ideas?

Usha Mehta: Gandhiji’s because there are two reasons for it. We were too young to
understand the implications of different ideologies, secondly in Gujarat there
were comparatively fewer persons who were attracted towards this
revolutionary trend. And, Peter, by the way I would like to give you one or two
more incidents also. One is that one day this same group of ours we had taken
out a procession and we were all arrested. Arrested that is in we were taken to a
police lock up. Now, my father was a government servant and my mother who
had always been very, very sympathetic towards this struggle and taking keen
interest in all of our activities was not there, she had gone out of the town.

So, then what happened was that we were – when my father came back home
from the court he did not see me and he was upset. When our servant told him
that I had gone to join the procession so that upset him and he went to the
magistrate who was in charge of the law and order situation. He said, look my
daughter has gone, she hasn’t come back yet so please do something and see

that she is released. So, he said, “Mehtasaheb what shall I tell you. It’s not only
your daughter but my son also on there only, and both of them he’s also in the
police lockup. So they said, we must get these two children otherwise both of us
will be in trouble tomorrow.“

So, they sent one messenger to us, one policeman only came to us and said that
this two – you two are released. First he came to me so I said, I’m very happy
that all of us now will go out. He said, no not all of us, only you and Arun. I said
then I don’t come out if other colleagues are here, then I also will be with them,
and that boy also gave the same reply. So, our fathers were in a quandary. They
did not know what to do. The magistrate had orders that the children should be
kept in the lockup at least for four to five hours. So, what they did was they got
some snacks and asked the policemen to distribute these snacks amongst the
children.

So, the policemen came with those snacks. I mean it was just some groundnuts
and peanuts and all that. So, we were very happy and by the time they were
distributed and we ate them and we were enjoying it also. So, by the time the
whole thing was over about three or four of us also plus the number of children
was very, very large so this is how – and then all of us had to be released at eight
in the night or so.

[0:20:06]
So, this was the atmosphere prevailing in the country then.

Peter Rühe: In the whole country there were activities… ?
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