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Talk of Peter Rühe with Sarojini Nanavati and Hindubehn, November 13, 1990

[0:00:00]
Peter Rühe: This is a talk with Sarojini Nanavati, Tuesday 13th November, 1990. So,

Sarojinibehn, would you tell me something about your youth, when and where
were you born, brought up, your education?

Nanavati: I was born in Surat but my father being in the ICS he was then stationed in
Burma so we had gone there. And then after that he was keeping on being
transferred so I’m used to being travelling from childhood, never in one place for
any length of time with the result that I think I attended eleven or twelve schools
and four colleges without graduating. [Chuckles] And then when I was about
fourteen we came to India.

Peter Rühe: When was it, which year?

Nanavati: In ’23, ’22 – ’23, cause my father thought the children were not getting some
scars of their own country because in Burma we had to go only to convent
schools. We didn’t know Burmese that’s why he opted to come back to India.
We were in Bombay for some time and the interesting thing is that we stayed at
Mani Bhavan, the lower flats so that whenever Gandhiji came he used to be in
the same building. So that we children used to go up for prayers and see which
people like [Madyabhai ? 0:01:50] and Mirabehn. Of course
[0:01:52][inaudible]. We were only very small but we just enjoyed being in that
atmosphere.

Peter Rühe: So, you met Gandhiji first in the 20s?

Nanavati: Yes.

Peter Rühe: I see.

Nanavati: At that time I just attended, I just went to the prayers and recognised people,
that this is Mirabehn, this is [Sagrabehn ? 0:02:16], this is so and so and all that,
but that’s all. And of course when he met us he would say a work or so, “When
are you going to wear khadi,” and that. That was our first contact, my first
contact. Then later on of course when I joined Kakasaheb in ’38, in the middle of
the movement in ’42 whenever.
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Peter Rühe: Were your parents involved in the freedom struggle?

Nanavati: No. After my father died I joined Kakasaheb.

Peter Rühe: I see. How did you come in touch with him?

Nanavati: That was due to a friend of mine who the daughter [Habasaheb Taijir of Baruga ?
0:03:19] Baruga who had joined Gandhiji already and she enjoyed her lifestyle
and become khadi, wearing khadi and everything and she was a great lover of
Gandhiji’s and though born a Muslim a great lover of Shri Krishna. She and I
were good friends, from childhood I had known her and so that is how – she
introduced me to Kakasaheb. Kakasaheb had once come to see her father and
this lady used to write lovely version and sing them. So, whenever Kakasaheb
went to see Habasaheb she would after the interview with him was over hold
Kakasaheb’s hand and say, “I’ve got a new version I want to sing to you, and take
him to her room and then he would spend an hour also with her. She would sing
and that is how she was very fond of him. Then she introduced me to him. I
once happened to be visiting her in Baroda and Kakasaheb came. That’s where I
first met him.

But then later on after her mother died, Kakasaheb asked both of us to go and
stay with him. He was then in Wadhar, Gandhiji was in Sevagram. So, when we
both went there and you’ve also heard of Jamnalal Bajaj and he built a special
cottage for us also next to Kakasaheb’s. And so we stayed there and then of
course it was quite natural to go to Sevagram with Kakasaheb and meet
everybody there and that is how it started.

[0:05:10]
Peter Rühe: So, at the time when he was, if I’m not mistaken, President of the Gujarati

Vidyapith you… ?

Nanavati: No, I wouldn’t know him then, that was before ’38.

Peter Rühe: Yes, only when he shifted to Sevagram then you joined him.

Nanavati: Ha Seva – and two other…

Peter Rühe: It wasn’t…

Nanavati: [0:05:27][inaudible] away from Sevagram and ashram was at Sevagram
Gandhiji’s and we used to go very often there.

Peter Rühe: Yes. What was Kakasaheb’s mission in Sevagram?
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Nanavati: He was staying in Wadhar and he was…

Peter Rühe: In Wadhar yes, sorry.

Nanavati: He was travelling all over India on Gandhiji’s mission, whatever Gandhiji – at that
moment he was for mutual understanding of everybody, spreading the national
language all over India in all the non Hindi speaking provinces. And he had many
experiences about – I told you didn’t I about the south when a child, so that was
at that time. And he was constantly travelling all over India at that time, and
same spread of Gandhism, of values of Indian culture and national language and
essentially unity of religion. All that kind of – and to increase goodwill, good
understanding between people of various provinces and right things, and
Gandhi’s [0:07:03][inaudible] if you like to call it.

Peter Rühe: He was concerned about the education…

Nanavati: Oh yes.

Peter Rühe: Education sector.

Nanavati: Because in the ashram he had been in charge of Gandhiji’s education sector and
he was born teacher so it was part of his makeup. He taught that you didn’t
know you were being taught but you absorbed what he wanted to say. It was his
skill in putting things and getting people interested in what he was saying. So,
they didn’t feel that somebody was teaching you anything.

Peter Rühe: And you were his co-worker, what was your task, your responsibility?

Nanavati: I was his secretary, daughter, bottle washer, everything; sweeper, washing the
utensils, everything is the thing if the occasion arose. And at that time
everybody turned their hands to everything that had to be done. I mean nobody
thought about – in fact one of my cousins, little less understanding, they’ve
complained to his father that, “What need has she to go and leave a good house
and go and stay there and sweep floors. She even cleans his boots.” He was
very, very indignant. So, [0:08:39][inaudible] what is wrong with that she is
doing.

Peter Rühe: But you didn’t feel it as a burden at all?

Nanavati: Burden never, not at all. It was a joy and a privilege, and through Kakasaheb I
came to know so many people, all the great people of India, good and great. Not
politicians I mean, but people with values.
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Hindubehn: And another thing, he taught you so many things; to wash clothes, how to clean
floor, hiking. It was he taught her because she didn’t – big house where there
are so many servants there, you see. So that’s the point also. Everybody knows
that you were going with your father wherever he is, the great man, he does
everything then how can he be the burden apart from doing the same thing.

Peter Rühe: And since he is a teacher by personality he teaches not only during the lessons
but all the time, twenty four hours a day.

Nanavati: Yeah.

Hindubehn: And when there are loving relationship of a father and daughter is there, then
[0:09:52][inaudible].

Peter Rühe: Right, right. The other day you told me that you met Herbert Fisher at Sevagram
ashram and you still can remember Herbert Fisher.

[0:10:04]
Nanavati: Met that is I went with Kakasaheb and I saw him. I wouldn’t – he wouldn’t

remember me because there was no [0:10:13][inaudible] talk with him, I only
saw him that’s all.

Peter Rühe: I see. How do you remember him?

Nanavati: See I had read about him before I met him and his book also I had seen and of
course I was just an admiring girl and I was just happy to see him that’s all.

Peter Rühe: No, I talk about Hebert Fisher. Maybe you mean Louis Fisher from America?

Nanavati: Yes.

Peter Rühe: I mean Mr. Hebert Fisher who stayed at Sevagram between ’38 and ’39; ’37 and
’39 for two years. He stayed at Maganwadi in Wadhar.

Nanavati: No, Maganwadi I didn’t have much contact with.

Peter Rühe: No.

Nanavati: No. And even if he had been there, and I think – I only went to stay with
Kakasaheb in ’39.

Peter Rühe: Aha, ah I see.

Nanavati: I met him in ’38 and occasionally went on travels with him but I finally went to
Wadhar to stay with him in beginning of ’40.
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Peter Rühe: I see. So, you probably knew Mr. Louis Fisher from the States?

Nanavati: I met – saw him.

Peter Rühe: Who came in the 40s to Sevagram.

Nanavati: Yes.

Peter Rühe: I see. How was it after Gandhiji died? There was a big change in the whole
country after independence and then after he died?

Nanavati: We went there. I wasn’t there. After ’40 we were not – actually when Gandhiji
died we were in Calcutta. He had gone for some work there and we heard the
news there, and…

Hindubehn: You were in jail during the 40s.

Nanavati: In ’42 we were in prison.

Peter Rühe: I see. For how long?

Nanavati: About a year and a month not counting the smaller period later on but it was
about thirteen months in Nagpur, Nagpur jail because we were arrested in
Wadhar.

Peter Rühe: What did you do after ’48? You were still with Kakasaheb?

Nanavati: I was with Kakasaheb.

Peter Rühe: And he continued his mission.

Nanavati: Yes, and he came out in ’46, beginning of ’46. He was in prison for three and a
half years at that time, so when he and Vinoba and all were released in ’46 from
Seoni jail, and then very soon he was in – ’47 when was Bapuji… ?

Hindubehn: Forty eight, thirtieth January.

Nanavati: Forty eight, ha. So, in Forty eight as I told you they were at that time in Calcutta
and as soon as we came back, Kakasaheb was asked to help in setting up Gandhi
museum, a memorial museum for Gandhiji. That is collect all the letters and
photos and everything and he was asked to please be in charge of that because
he would know the people from whom to collect and who where most
connected with Gandhiji and things like that.
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