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Talk of Benjamin Pütter with Prabhudas Gandhi, Pardi, September 1988

[0:00:00]
Prabhudas: That he will come to India and decide where to stay, what to do and after

surveying all the condition then he will Phoenix people to come to India. But
myself and other boys also asked Bapu that, “Bapuji you and your – you will
reach Bombay, and you will be welcomed at Bombay, we want to see your
welcome there. So, we come with you, you arrange the way that we can go
before you there.” So, Bapu accepted that our – what you say – what is you say
it – our appeal, you see. And he arrange the way that he won’t go straight to
Bombay, from Durban to Bombay, we will go from Durban take the steamer and
reach Bombay. It took three weeks at least at that time. Sometimes about five
weeks also, sea voyage. So, Bapu said, “I’ll got from Cape Town to London, see
honourable Gokhale there, talk with him and after seeing him I will reach
Bombay. So, when I’m received there you will be also in Bombay.” That is what
arrangement and then Bapu left Phoenix.

When he left Phoenix and went to Johannesburg and from Johannesburg he was
farewell party in Johannesburg and then in Cape Town. Before going from
Phoenix there was a big good meeting in Verulam is a railway station for the
north, from Phoenix third or fourth station. At Verulam all those people had
strike and were in jails and we were beaten, they all Indians field worker and
mine worker they all gathered there and merchants also, Indian merchants. So,
Verulam is a rather more Indianised place. So, it was like just we have come one
community Indians, Indians there, not others there. So, there it is when you
read Bapu’s lecture, that lecture was very much, you see, Bapuji’s ideas were
given in that and [0:04:07][inaudible] ideas also there.

The first thing I remember that he asked us all not to – you become in that
reception committee, our people but you should not spend any money for
coming and going in the railway train. So we had to walk about I think – long
walk I don’t remember the miles now, but not [0:04:46][inaudible]. We started
in early morning and reached about ten or so. There was the Hindu temple, and
in temple Bapu was – we had all Indian worship.

[0:05:05]
Bapu was given a Gita which was bound by the cover of silver, silver Gita. That
you the people were told that our Gita you have – what is written in Gita, you
are shown how to – the life here. So, there we knew as children in South Africa
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that the Indian style is what is there, our Indian thinking of Bapu and honouring
them. So, that is why we told that you get honour here so much. How much
honour you get I want to see, but he walked like this. I was walking Bapu’s hand
and we were talking. I told Bapu, “I have not seen Johannesburg, not yet. We
are in Natal. We can’t Transvaal so I want to see Johannesburg.” “What do you
want to see there?” that was how he asked. “The goldmines are there, I want to
see.” “Oh what is goldmine. You see these stones here in this riverbed, the
stones are there.”

[0:06:53][inaudible] want to go Bombay before him but he didn’t accept us to
see to Johannesburg. He said that no need to go there, you see all the things in
India, don’t see here. There was river there also surrounding from Durban and
Verulam and we were passing the river, there were big stones. He said, “You see
the stones here, goldmines have stone and the gold doesn’t come in the pieces.
It has stones there, you will read it. Don’t ask me to take there.” So, he denied
for taking to Johannesburg. That was in 1940, after the settlement between
Smuts and Gandhi. There was very great honour at Durban also in the town hall.
[0:08:04][inaudible] also we went talking to Durban and heard Bapu’s – there in
town hall in Durban we saw that [inaudible] our Indians were all in very big
quantity there, many people. There they were honouring Bapu, “It is you who
has made brotherhood with whites and our people.” That we saw there. But
further than Durban and Verulam we were not [0:08:48][inaudible]. The public
[inaudible] was not used in that way, that was Bapu keen on that, that public
should not be spent in our trips and our enjoyment. It is for the people who
have suffered. So, we are not taken to Transvaal.

And Bapu at that time after coming from jail, I don’t tell but he in that period he
had put off his trousers and coat and suit and had that long Madrasi, Madrasi
clothes. He went to [0:09:40][inaudible] Madrasi clothes, but from
Johannesburg there was meeting there. In that meeting he again took that
English this and [inaudible].

[0:10:03]
So, he said that now I am to go to London, I will wear the dress of the people
there in England. Money was for satyagraha, that money came from India also.
Gokhale [inaudible] sent it. Some funds were prepared by Bombay, some funds
given by students of India, that was [0:10:37][inaudible]. Ferod Shah Mehta,
Gokhaleji, [inaudible] and some big capitalists, they sent some money for
helping the satyagrahists. So, that all money should be – he said no a single
paisa should we spend for our own purpose. The purpose were depressed or in
trouble. So, from – he was keen that I have this dress but I won’t get down in
Bombay by this English dress, there I will have my Indian dress. He said that
what dress will be there at India when we reach, we don’t have that English
dress at that time. So, he decided to dress that here in this Rajkot place. The
people wear that turban, that dhoti and one shirt and another his covering his
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[0:12:08][inaudible] just like here in [inaudible] wear. You have seen that
photo, that turban and the hat? Like this.

This is [0:12:30][inaudible] also there. Four clothes were dhoti, kurta, one dress,
turban and this. That should be there. So, it was decided but it was for the
grownup people. We boys we what shall we wear? We won’t wear that
[inaudible] pant and socks and boots, not at that time. So, he told merchant in
Durban that, “You are to send these boys and send this Phoenix party, arrange
for them that they reach Durban – Bombay before I reach.” That was
[0:13:29][inaudible] Bajaj he was the main big merchant Bapu asked to help us.
He [inaudible] was the merchant in Durban, Parsi merchant, but he often came
to Phoenix, stayed with us, had ashram life with us and in the first sixteen party
he was also with Kasturba and my father to go to jail. So, he was – he said that,
“My money is for you. As much you like you do it.” So, that was [inaudible]
there and [inaudible] was asked – he told us wives and all the people that
[inaudible] will arrange. “I am going, I told him, he will arrange you to go to
Bombay before I reach Bombay.”

Now that was I think end of July or so when he be coming from Phoenix and
went to Cape Town and Johannesburg and went and we also prepared for – we
had prepared and our party was about twenty or eighty, I don’t remember.

[0:15:00]
But we were from five years up till thirty five years so our party some boys, some
little children, some bigger and four or five elder ones who were more than
twenty five. So, elder ones decide that they had to walk. For our
[0:15:29][inaudible] when we reach Durban, [inaudible] said that – he was
thinking for two or three days and then he decided that the boys of passage in
Bombay, the kind of – that dress we will have it. Not [0:15:58][inaudible]
legging. You see middle men in Bombay they were which sort of shirt, the sort of
this pyjama and that cap, blue cap on the head like Parsi’s hat. That was decided
and when we went to Durban we were prepared. And for beddings, beddings
we should have with us what to take. So, we were given one that – what you say
– we taking that bags, grain bags that you put wheat and that, that was open and
– that was opened, washed and that was our bedding and two these things.
That is in steamer we were to not go in second class or third class – first class,
but on the floor we had to lie down and the steamer for so many weeks we
should have something to help. So, we had as much less, that is what the
prisoner can have in jail, not even so much we had. One [katora ? 0:17:38], one
[inaudible], in that life we will go to Bombay and not this [inaudible] life. That
was decided.

Now, we reached from South Africa, Bapu went away. He was – he departed
from Cape Town and the news came to Phoenix that Bapu has left South Africa.
So, we are also leave South Africa from Durban port, but on the day we reach
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Durban, second or third it was, 3rd August, yeah 4th August, and Britain declared
war against Kaiser. It was Kaiser or [0:18:37][inaudible] that time. The war
declared by Indian and the warships all were ready and the port was closed, no
steamer to go. So, when we were to start from Durban, we were detained in
[Pasil Stamji’s ? 0:19:04] house for a few days, but what to do now. There is war
declared, steamer is not going, we don’t know when the steamer will go to – will
reach Bombay or the shore. In the war you can – the enemy will detain the
steam, steamer will have to – will not be allowed go to Bombay and any that was
in that time in South Africa, after South Africa part of Africa was German East
Africa. That way it was a puzzle that how we will go.

[0:20:00]
So, Rustomji Bhai, Rustomji said that only three or four days it was decided that
when steamer is going there to go Bombay we’ll board on them, we all will go in
that to Bombay, but instead of three weeks we may have two months to reach
there. So, for all that time he gave us bags of flour and rice that we can get our
food, we don’t be without food. And that package in this way but luckily there
was no disturbance. We reached in fourth week I think and when we reached
Bombay we thought that Bapu will come two or three days. But as he reached
there we knew – the news came that Bapu is not coming. Bapu will stay there in
London and he will have that volunteer corps, ambulance corps as he had
volunteer corps in Johannesburg. In Johannesburg when South Africa, when
there was war between English and Dutch he will aid in that time and he will be
volunteer there and after he can come. Before war he won’t come.

So, we were all puzzled that what to do. We reach for something and there it
was, but correspondence was there was [Maganlal ? 0:21:58] Gandhi was the
chief of our party. When we reach to Bombay, our steamer did not touch the
shore, not touch that. We had to – we stood outside. Don’t know what was
commercial thing, something so we had to get down in boats from the steamer
and then we came on the shore. [0:22:29][inaudible] the people of India at that
time they were surprised to see very nuisance dress, not even Indian, not in
South African dress something like that, and they thought that these people is a
theatrical party, they have theatre and they are party of – they’re little boys and
big men and two or three girls. My sisters were there, my aunt was there, so
that this is a party of this theatre – what you say – theatre [0:23:16][inaudible].

B. Pütter: Actors.

Prabhudas: Actors, actors party, in that way. But anyhow there were some friends of
Bombay who…

Telegrams and letters came from London to Bombay to [Maganlal ?] Gandhi and
we had to obey [Maganlal ?] Gandhi. That much we knew that Bapu is not here
so now second leader after Bapu we will have to do what [Maganlal ?] Gandhi
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asked to do. He was my uncle, my father’s younger brother who was in South
Africa. Bapu decided that – first he thought that [Maganlal ?] Gandhi will stay at
Phoenix and my father will come to India, but then he decided that in India it is
work very heavy and younger brother can do it more. So, he asked my father to
stay in Phoenix and he asked us, every boy that did we want to stay here or to go
there. So, I can say that was my good luck that I decided that I won’t stay with
father, but I will go to India for I want remain in the teachings for Bapu. That was
I think it was my good decision. And my mother also that time that, “Now you’re
going, we will be here, take care of your younger brother.”

[0:25:02]
I was nearly twelve, my younger brother was nearly six. “So, take care of your
brother and be careful in three things. One, don’t state lie. You be everywhere
don’t get feared, you should be always truthful.” That’s my mother’s what you
say, suggestion, teaching. “And don’t play with fire and don’t go in deep water.”
That is mother’s – what you say – it is very difficult. Only with two boys and she
was staying there and we are going to India so she asked that you boys are very
naughty boys, you go play and jump in the river and do that, so be careful from
the water, be careful from the fire and be careful not to say a lie. Three things
she asked us. So, that was our life guide that not to say lie and always be
truthful. It was the substance of Bapu’s teaching.

So, when we came here in Bombay, in the first week or few days, we were told
that Bapu had correspond with Reverend Andrews in Delhi, Mr. Andrews was
there, and we have to do what Andrews wants to – how he arranges you should
do in that way and stay in that way up till Bapu comes from Bombay. So, we
were guided by Mr. Andrews and we were directed by [Maganlal ?] Gandhi and
we had our Phoenix life. He told us that in India you will not have butter so
much, bread and butter. The food you take [0:27:55][inaudible]. No butter, no
almond, not so much fruit, and you will have to do without the milk. That was
Bapu’s first experience that milk should not be – he didn’t take but all our party
not youngster or anyone, in our there would be no milk, no curd, no ghee, no
chilly, no nothing. So, the food which we take in India that was not accepted for
us and food we took in South Africa that was not possible for us.

So, it was very difficult to arrange daily what to cook, what to eat, that was the
question daily and it was [0:28:50][inaudible]. So, I won’t take that time but I
will say that our training begun as soon as we landed in India. So, we got boiled
vegetables, boiled rice, dhal without salt, without salt even, and roti. We were
not accustomed to that but we had to be prepared. So, we had our party,
Phoenix party life and then we went and nearly stayed in Bombay, in Santa Cruz,
long away from Central Bombay, and there also we had to walk for twenty miles
and government saw that. But then it was organised that we should go to
Haridwar where there is a big education institution being run in the way of the
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