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Talk of Peter Rühe with Herbert Fischer, Berlin, May 9, 1990

Peter Rühe: 9th of May, 1990, talk with Mr. Herbert Fischer. Mr. Fischer, would you
like to tell me about your youth, where were you brought up and how did
you come to India.

H. Fischer: Well, I was born in a small place in Germany, not in Berlin, Saxonia or
better: and Upper Silesia in a community preponderantly Christian and
went to school there, continued in a secondary school in a neighbouring
town and came in contact with what we called then Lames Reform, a
movement trying to go back to more natural ways of living. Such things
as vegetarianism, walking around in shorts, in natural dresses, contrary to
the then official or fashionable way of dressing oneself. A kind of
opposition and movement not in a political sense but in the sense of
ways of living. In that context we also came into contact with
international movements and Gandhi’s ideas on his ways of life attracted
attention. That connection also his role as the leader of the
independence movement in India at that time.

Peter Rühe: When was it about?

H. Fischer: That was in the 30s especially beginning of the 30s especially when the
culmination point of the independence struggle came then Swiss person
who was very active in that – in his way of propagating new type of life
he had also been to India, had met Mahatma Gandhi, had met
Rabindranath Tagore, was very impressed of what was happening there.
And he edited a magazine, a small magazine which he called Tao and he
then also edited Gandhi letters. They consisted mainly of extracts from
Young India and any other publications which Gandhi had to bring out to
inform people here of what was happening there.

The general mood in Germany at that time was not much different from
what Vincent Church and much later said about the naked fatir. Well,
most people thought it was a very strange person and he wasn’t taken
really seriously in general but then we ourselves as Lames Reform of
effort taken seriously either. We were also always considered to be a bit
queer and well that in a way brought us closer together with persons like
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Gandhi and as far as I was concerned the political situation at that time
became more and more, I would say, unpleasant.

The nationalist trends increased, fascist trends increased and when I
finished secondary school in 1932, I think, we had a economic crisis and
this political development. It was almost impossible to go in for a normal
profession which would have satisfied my ideas and therefore the lean to
go to another country became very strong. Perhaps it’s in a way even
traditional because amongst my relatives, not the closest relatives, but
the farther the more distant relatives, there were quite a number of
missionaries. And I remember as a boy I always listened very interested
in stories that they told about the countries where they had been.

In my case somehow or other the idea developed that I should try to go
to India or to one of the central American countries. It’s a funny think if
I’m thinks of it now, but that was connected with the Red Indians
actually, the idea – not in the traditional sense of [Kalmai ? 0:06:06] or
others who sort of liked to write about the adventures of white people
fighting the Red Indians, but rather the stories which also appeared
regarding the situation in central American countries, with the desperate
conditions of Indians there. And that interested me. I thought well I
should either go there or there and in any case also a tropical country. I
remember as a boy we used to live in a house with a tiled roof and in
summer it was terribly hot under this roof and I went and sometimes
there and took a book and a chair and sat there to try to find out whether
I was able to stand a hot climate.

So, this idea developed gradually and then the situation became so tense
when the Nazis came to power that actually for me my ideas I came into
contact with the peace movement, in direction also with the socialist
youth movement, in a direction which was definitely not Nazi ideology.
And therefore I tried to find a way to get first of all out of Germany. With
the help of some Jewish friends I succeed in doing and the intermediate
stages for some time I was in France and then in Spain, but I didn’t feel
that that was the place where I really wanted to go on. Actually I made a
round in Spain and various consulates of middle American countries but
nothing came of it and when I came in contact with the
[0:08:43][inaudible] Travel Association in England, they sent holiday
makers of – well an organisation not as expensive as Cooks Travels, but
for lesser income groups, some of them to Majorca. And I very much
enjoyed taking these groups, walking tours through Majorca, was
wonderful tours.

Peter Rühe: The [0:09:24][inaudible] are ready.
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H. Fischer: And I got – well, found good friends amongst them. My English was
school English and not very good. I learnt a lot with them. Some of them
offered that I should write letters to them, they would correct them and
try to improve my English for which I was thankful. Naturally we talked all
the time while we were walking along so with that the habit of or the
knowledge of the language also comes and amongst the English peipole I
found at that time was very frequent point of discussion what one would
like to do if one could do what one wanted to do. And well they also put
that question to me so I said, well if I could do what I wanted to do I
would go to India. And then some of them sort of took it up that they
would try to help me.

So, actually they enquired in England with the foreign affairs ministry
under which condition a German could go to India. So she – it was a lady
actually – she got the answer, in that case he should apply to one of the
consulates, British consulates in Spain and ask for a visa and he can
proceed. Well, good point about the English I found was always if some
government agency gave a written statement then I was stuck to it. So, I
went to the consulate and without asking any further questions, on the
strength of this letter they gave me a visa. I enquired how I could best
get there, so they said well the best would be to go by plane which was
far beyond my means at the time. Anyway I thank them for the good
advice, [0:12:00][inaudible], and then by stages, first I had found out that
Japanese boats travelled from Marseilles to India at a comparatively low
rate, so I thought I would try that.

So, the first step was to go to Marseilles. It turned out that even at the
low price I didn’t have sufficient money to pay for it, but the idea to go to
India was then so strong and I must act before that. I had actually
written to Mahatma Gandhi, India. I didn’t have any address but the
letter arrived and his then secretary, Mahadev Desai, he answered on
behalf of Mahatma Gandhi saying that he received and he described how
difficult life is there and all that sorts of things, but if I didn’t mind that I
would be welcome to come there. That was another important letter, so
since I received that letter it was clear for me that I must get there. I
actually started by bus up to [Tulong ? 0:13:23] from Marseilles and then
to go on foot. I said well somehow I’ll get there.

On the way some Spanish people overtook me on the road and asked me
what – addressed me in Esparanto which I had learned a little while ago,
and they actually gave me one of their bicycles that they could always get
another one so I could at least proceed a bit faster. That was a great
help. I went then along on that cycle through Italy, through Yugoslavia,
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Bulgaria, Turkey. In Turkey there were quite a number of German Jewish
professors, to one of them I had a letter of recommendation. They
helped me again quite a bit. Amongst other things that the cycle was
then more or less gone at least. Not without any repairs could I continue
there. They gave me a ticket for a boat to Beirut and for a bus, an iron
bus from Beirut to Baghdad. So, that was an essential part of the way.

[0:15:05]
On the boat I had a ticket fourth class and I met a Scot man there who
came actually from Kenya and had visit his relatives in England, and I
helped him quite a bit. He knew where the cheapest places were where I
could stay, where one could stay and he also told me that this
[0:15:34][inaudible] bus was far too expensive, it would be better to
exchange it for an Arab bus which we did. Anyway we got there, we
went by train from Baghdad to Basra. In Basra I tried to find out
regarding the possibilities to go by boat to India and in the shipping
companies there were quite a number of Indians employed. When I
showed them the letter I had received from Mahadev Desai they got
immediately interested, took me around to a number of Indian families
and business people of all sorts. At that time Mahatma Gandhi was the
key to everyone whether it was a small employee or it was a big
businessman, a Hindu or a Mohammedan or a Christian that didn’t
matter, but Mahatma Gandhi was the name.

So, they together bought me a ticket from Basra to Bombay by fast mail.
At that time there was slow mail too which called at intervening places,
and before I left one of the Indian ladies there had died and her husband
with two small children went back to take the ashes to India. They asked
me to help him a bit because the children were rather upset so I did that
and he helped me again in Bombay, took me to his relatives and they
then put me on to the train to Wardha where Gandhi lived at what is now
Sevagram. At that time it was still called Shegaon. Well anyway, I got to
Wardha. When I arrived there they told me that he had just left for the
Congress at [Vispur ? 0:17:58], Mahatma Gandhi had left.

Peter Rühe: So that was in ’35?

H. Fischer: ’36, the end of ’36.

Peter Rühe: So, the end of ’36 you reached Wardha?

H. Fischer: But then the others they took me in immediately as almost one of them,
it was very nice crowd of young people there. They say, “All right you
come along with us.” So, that was my first journey through India. I had
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no idea where exactly this [Vispur ?] was or where we were going to
because I went with the others and well the train was terribly crowded.
Some of us had to move in through the windows, at least the luggage or
bedding rolls they had to take along. I didn’t have one, I only had a
rucksack when I arrived there, but to my surprise while many people
were standing and hardly any place there, some others were lying flat on
their benches and didn’t move at all to make room for the others to sit at
least. So, I simply sat down on the tummy of one of the men lying there,
a rather fattish person, but he felt not very comfortable naturally so
began to get angry. But then I told him well please make some space so
that others can sit.

Anyway, in that respect I fitted into the company and they took me as
one of them. I felt as one of them and in [Vispur ?] then the first
Congress which was held in rural area criteria, on the fields they had
erected the bamboo huts and also Gandhi lived in one of them.

[0:20:08]
And they took me to him and when he saw him his words were, “So you
have come.” And one of the next things was, “What do you want to do
here?” because he didn’t like people just to sit around or roam around,
he always wanted them to do something useful.

Peter Rühe: Can you tell how you met him, how was it when you saw him firs, what
was the situation?

H. Fischer: Well, it was a time for him of course when he was very busy. The
congress had already began, was in session and he was one of the most
demanded person but in his way he always had a knack of limiting his
time or keeping his time. As is well known he always had a very good
Swiss watch with him and later on, much later on I asked him once
whether he didn’t consider that a contradiction that while he was against
large scale industrialisation and for rural industries, that he always had a,
well fairly expensive Swiss watch. He had got it as a present that is true,
but nevertheless in other ways he had even – I had read that he felt using
a train gave him already a bit of a pain because it was better to walk and
the car even those. But then he said, “Well I need a watch because I
must always keep my time,” and that was there at [Vispur ?], had that
idea it was – not that people stood in a queue but just stood around or
listened.

He didn’t have room for himself and it was a fairly big room in which he
sat in one corner and people were just moving around till the time when
he was – well one had gone they just pushed me there, so his remarks,
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