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Talk of Peter Rühe with Rajnikant Mehta, Bangalore, March 9, 1997

Peter Rühe: The talk Mr. Rajnikant Mehta, 9th March ’97. Mr. Mehta can you tell me
in brief about your life, when and where were you born, what is your
family background?

R. Mehta: I was born in the year 1930 in London, you see my father was a shipping
executive and he was being transferred from place to place and at that –
in 1928 he was one of the first few Indian families in London. So, I was
born in 1930 in London, which gave me the right to go there any time I
liked and which is why perhaps I’m not living in London. But thereafter
my father left and we have lived in Burma and he was being transferred
from place to place. So, we’ve lived in Karachi and that seemed to
become a pattern of our life. And then we – I was myself based on work
and all that have lived in different countries including Singapore for five
or six year and Kenya, Mombasa for five or six year where I was working
for The Shipping Corporation of India, which is today the largest shipping
company in the world.

Background is our great grandparents came from a small village in
Gujarat very near Gandhinagar, a state called [Vasnar ? 0:01:27]. It was a
very small state and they all…

Peter Rühe: Gandhinagar near Ahmedabad?

R. Mehta: [0:01:31][inaudible]. This was just outside Gandhinagar, a state called
[Vasnar ?] run by a thakur which is a small prince in those days. I have
only a few memories of those, my father has a few and he told me about
those things so we know about those things. And then they migrated to
Bombay beause all businesses in that small village were shut down for
several reasons and they migrated to Bombay and we have – they lived in
Bombay and we have lived in Bombay for a number of years. Those were
days when were really fortunate meaning those were days prior to
independence. I lived in Bombay from the year 1939 onwards for a
number of years.

Peter Rühe: That’s a very interesting period.
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R. Mehta: Very interesting, yeah very interesting period, and there were – I would
say the whole nation as soon as children started understanding and that
was the atmosphere in schools, in colleges, in universities and all over the
country and especially young people, they were all – the whole
atmosphere was electric, electrified, you see and of course there is
several reasons but the most important reason was Bapu, Gandhiji,
Mahatma Gandhi. He really awakened the whole sleeping giant I would
say, people who were under foreign rule and then the princely states.
The princely states were running on their own pattern depending on who
the Raja or Maharaja was and of course there were several benevolent
Maharajas as well. The name Sayaji Rao Gaekwar, Baroda is very well
known. There were several who were tyrants. So we had all kinds of
people in India in those days and the nation was, I won’t say disunited
but it was not united as much as was necessary and people did not know
whether they had the power within them to free themselves from foreign
rule. And here came a man, the father of our nation, Gandhiji, who really
awakened the whole nation.

Peter Rühe: But actually he was out of politics after ’34, from ’34 to ’39 about. How
do you remember those days, was it a big difference from between say
’37 and ’39, did he really was completely out of politics and come back in
’39 or?

R. Mehta: I wouldn’t remember too much beause as I said at ’34 I would be four
years old and all that. Our awareness started coming say at the age of
about seven, eight because we participated as volunteers and
participated as small groups of young people who were taken for
arranging things and like that, and especially when there were sessions.
The Indian National Congress was the only or the main organisation for
politics and when they had their annual sessions and things like that we
were taken there as volunteers. The Congress had its own volunteer
force called the Seva Dal and the Seva Kadal. My wife was involved in the
Seva Kadal, not that we knew each other in those days, but Seva Kadal
and they – and we were fortunate that we came into very close contact
with all these giants among people in the real sense.

[0:05:12]
And starting from Bapu and under Bapu, under Bapu I would say, under
his loving guidance, all the great leaders of those times they were real
national leaders; Nehru, Sardar Patel, Maulana Azad. The speech of
Maulana Azad in the Quit India resolution still ring – rings in my mind and
Sarojini Naidu. He was a great orator. Oh my God I – she was a great
poetist and the way these people spoke, Maulana spoke as if the whole
nation would get up at that very moment and go out and fight for
independence. So, that kind of atmosphere I remember. I mean
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wouldn’t remember the exact details and things like that personally
today.

Peter Rühe: Where did you live in Bombay at that time?

R. Mehta: In Bombay we used to live in Chowpatty…

Peter Rühe: All right, that’s nice.

R. Mehta: … which is very near Gowalia Tank where the Quit India session which is
now called August Kranti Maidan as you know because the 9th August
resolution was there. And in those days the…

Peter Rühe: Actually August Kranti Maidan means August revolution no?

R. Mehta: August revolution, august revolution because 9th August is the resolution
passed isn’t it.

Peter Rühe: Would you really call it a revolution?

R. Mehta: Nothing wrong in calling it a revolution really. You see revolution doesn’t
always connote violence and things like that because when people talk of
revolution they think of the Russian bundle, the baton of revolution or
defence pattern, you see, but where revolution was violent and all that.
Revolution is anything which will change things forever, I will put it that
way. So, Kranti is a good word. Revolution is not the exact translation…

Peter Rühe: I see.

R. Mehta: … but Kranti, August Kranti Maidan they call it, so Kranti is revolution
literally translated, so I would quite happily use the word revolution. It is
a revolution.

Peter Rühe: Yeah.

R. Mehta: Meaning there is evolution and there is revolution. Revolution is
happening all the time.

Peter Rühe: How do you remember the 9th August ’42?

R. Mehta: Now, if I remember the session, the Congress session very well. My
father was a great believer in this and he was a great supporter of the
Congress as most people were because Congress was at that time
fighting for independence.
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Peter Rühe: Representing the masses.

R. Mehta: Representing the masses you see, and especially under leaders like this.
Of course there was a small splinter groups elsewhere, but he would
always go to the session and in those days it was, you see, anyone could
go as a delegate by paying a fee, or I don’t remember how. And my
father – I remember that session and some other session, I don’t know
exactly when, when I was even younger. So, for ’42 is when I was about
twelve and we had always wanted to go to these places, and he bought
these delegates passes or whatever, and we were there and that time
seeing these leaders arrive and looking at them in flesh and blood, it was
a great feeling. I can’t even describe what feeling as it’s still in my mind
after all these years. Is this 1997 and 1942 so just imagine. Those were
powerful people, patriotic people who loved their nations for the sake of
that and they were willing to sacrifice anything. They were willing to, and
these leaders have done [0:08:57][inaudible]. It’s a contrast, I don’t
want to go into that, contrast between today’s leaders and those leaders,
today’s so called leaders.

So, those were really great and so about this session I would remember
you would sit there and then children, I remember we had the freedom
to sort of walk around and move around and all that while everybody
else seated. The older people were seated. So, I remember that we
probably used or misused that freedom and went right up to the dais,
very near dais and as soon as they arrived you go and we would want to
touch them and listen to them and things like that. Those were really
great days, really great days, and the session the main things I
remembering these two speeches, Maulana Azad, and Sarojini there. So,
those were great speeches and you see Maulana some sentences still
reverberate in my mind.

[0:10:00]
I see a picture of the waterfalls here and he says – he talked about
tolerance. He was very poetic in his eloquence and he was great and he
says, “We’ll fight thunder and we’ll fight storms and we’ll fight everything
but we’re going to see that the British go from our country.” So, that
Patel may not have been an orator but he was a very powerful speaker
and he used very simple language and his mother tongue was Gujarati
but he – when he spoke in Hindi it was a crude combination of Gujarati
and Hindi. The Gujarati speak Hindi in a particular fashion, most of them
and he would use that but his words carried conviction. And I remember
one sentence Sardar had mentioned in those days and he said that,
[Foreign Language 0:10:59 - 0:11:03. Now, [Kalecho ? 0:11:03] is a black
thief, that is a phrase in Hindi -- you can’t translate it in English -- that
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gave that we’ll make sure that the British go, we may give it to a black
thief but we don’t want these people. So, [Foreign Language 0:11:17 -
0:11:20]. It’s very difficult for people who do not understand Hindi to
realise what…

Peter Rühe: You would rather give the country to black thieves than to the British.

R. Mehta: Then to these [0:11:29][inaudible], then to the British. And the other
thing which remains constantly in most people’s minds up to now and
especially now for me when I’m living in Britain, the country of our
[inaudible] rulers, and that is what is guiding our lives there that we were
– because Gandhiji had said several times that we – because he always,
always preached love and non violence and non violence and love can’t
be separated. Is true spiritual love for people, even for people it can be
spiritual love and they can’t be separate. So, he had always said that we
will never hate the British, we will hate the British rule but we will never
hate the British people.

Peter Rühe: That’s right.

R. Mehta: Now, that is constantly in our minds and I think because of that and then
later on relationships, good relations that people talk about all sorts of
things about Nehru and the Mountbattens, but Nehru and friendship
between the Mountbatten family I would say, that also showed people
how people could live with another nation without hatred. So long as
they ruled us it’s all right. I mean they did a lot of things which were like
rulers of colonial rulers but they…

Peter Rühe: But on a personal level Gandhiji had good relation with Sir [Stefup Cribs ?
0:12:53].

R. Mehta: That’s right.

Peter Rühe: With General Smuts in South Africa.

R. Mehta: Absolutely, absolutely. Gandhiji never had a shred of hatred. He said,
“I’m going to talk to people,” and one reason was of course – he was
called a Mahatma, a great soul because he believed that in each
individual there was a part of that divine soul. He knew that so he said if
the same – if I am, I have that soul the other man has it, he had the same.
How can I even hate anyone. I’ve only got to love people and he was
capable of that kind of love. Gandhiji was capable of that kind of love
and a lot of things went wrong after partition and independence but that
is not that Gandhi went wrong, he stuck to his… [Coughs] … he stuck to his
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