














Jad Adams is an independent historian working as an author and television producer. His books include The Dynasty, a composite biography of the Nehru family, Tony Benn, a full length biography of the leading radical, and Kipling. He is a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society and is currently a Associate Research Fellow of the School of Advanced Study, University of London.


Praise for Gandhi: Naked Ambition


‘Readable and provocative … Adams strips away Gandhi’s saintly aura and explores the duality between his grand vision of an independent India and his fastidiousness with regard to his vegetarianism, clothes and sexual abstinence.’


Financial Times


‘Jad Adams’ biography has the merit of restoring Gandhi to the centre of the political story while offering a full discussion of his extraordinary characteristics … The result is a fascinating portrayal of an individual’s ambitions and ideas in the context of the struggle for power between the British Raj and Indian nationalism.’


Times Literary Supplement


‘An engrossing biography … Adams’ intent is to separate the myth from the man. He has some sobering insights to offer. Adams has made substantive use of the copious paper trail Gandhi left behind and delved deep into his confessional prose.’


Independent


‘There have been enough hagiographies of this great, peculiar, wilful figure, and after his death there was a concerted effort to erase some embarrassing truths from the Gandhi legend. This is a vividly human, even funny book.’


Philip Hensher, Daily Mail





‘Recounted briskly and concisely by Jad Adams, who is experienced enough to know what to omit and what to emphasise … Adams certainly does not pull his punches, and as a result the Gandhi that emerges from his rounded and provocative study is a much more vivid personality … For anyone trying to find a way through the myriad byways of modern India and Pakistan, Adams’ no-nonsense biography is as good a starting point as any.’


Herald


‘Adams focuses not on the idealised apostle of peace, but Gandhi the man who spent much of his life refining his eccentric theories of chastity, vegetarianism, bowel movements and how best to conserve his sperm, which he saw as a vital fluid.’


Times of India


‘Jad Adams’ critical and irreverent biography of the great man explains his various experiments with celibacy, chastity, brahmacharya and sexuality.’


Daily News Analysis (Mumbai)


‘Ever since his assassination in 1948, Gandhi’s life has been the subject of legend and controversy. Was he the “father of India” or an obsessed guru? Gandhi’s part in bringing the British Raj to its knees is well known, as are his ideas and lifestyle. What this new, provocative biography does is to make his private quest for spiritual perfection the centre of the story.’


Daily Express


‘I have just finished reading Gandhi: Naked Ambition by Jad Adams. I confess when it landed on my table, I did not want to read it. What is there about Gandhi that we do not know? At the best, it could be the personal opinion of the author, who had per force to rely on the published material. What provoked me to read it was the sub-title Naked Ambition. It was deliberately provocative. So was the introduction in which he drew attention to a couple of contradictions in statements made by the Mahatma. Then I could not stop till I reached the last page. I realised that the author, who is a historian and a biographer, is also a television producer. He knows the art of holding a reader’s interest.’


Khushwant Singh, The Tribune





Gandhi



NAKED AMBITION


Jad Adams


[image: image]




First published in Great Britain in 2010 by Quercus.
This paperback edition published in 2011 by


Quercus
21 Bloomsbury Square
London
WC1A 2NS


Copyright © 2010 Jad Adams


The moral right of Jad Adams to be
identified as the author of this work has been
asserted in accordance with the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication
may be reproduced or transmitted in any form
or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopy, recording, or any
information storage and retrieval system,
without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library


ISBN 978 0 85738 161 3


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Typeset by Ellipsis books Limited, Glasgow
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, St Ives plc




For Julie





Maps



 


[image: image]


 


[image: image]





INTRODUCTION
‘My life is its own message.’1



The world-changing event of 1930 was recorded in every national newspaper and newsreel: in an act of defiance Gandhi had challenged the British Empire by taking untaxed, contraband salt from his own land.2 Accounts report how he then cleansed himself in the sea, pictures of the time showing the tiny white-clad individual against the pure-white salt flats, a symbol of purity challenging the greatest empire the world had known. As he held up the white crystals for all to see, the nationalist poet Sarojini Naidu cried out, to the acclamation of the crowds: ‘Hail, deliverer!’


The iconic image is, as usual in these cases, a fake, a concoction of journalists, film-makers and adulatory biographers. Gandhi did go to Dandi, but the images and accounts of it are a carefully thought out, stage-managed set-piece. The famous picture shows Gandhi three days after he arrived, picking up salt at nearby Bhimrad, ten kilometres from the coast and twenty-five from Dandi. Sarojini Naidu was present when he reached Dandi but she did not utter the often reported cry (which would have been a disappointingly trite utterance, for her).3 The great photographic moment was a re-enactment for the cameras of the event that had taken place on a muddy beach where the salt was not visible and the act therefore less apparently symbolic.


Gandhi’s achievement was not in defying the law to gather salt (peasants did that with impunity all the time): it was in announcing that he was going to break the law, then marching for twenty-four days to do it, giving the media plenty of time to comment and orchestrate their coverage.


His political colleagues had been bemused, never considering salt in the slightest bit important; likewise the British authorities, who made no show of strength because of the pettiness of the act. But Gandhi knew the importance of symbolism. He was the most spiritual of men, praying twice daily and incessantly murmuring the name of God, and his attention to diet extended to counting the number of raisins he ate. But more significant than any of his spiritual knowledge was his awareness of image. His oddly assorted clothing reflected the way he had striven to make himself the message: the top-hat and spats of a London barrister, the plain shirt and dhoti of an indentured labourer, the homespun clothes of those who rejected British cloth imports. Finally, when he had an army of supporters clad in homespun yarn, he appeared wearing almost nothing, nude but for a loincloth. This was the image that went around the world – one near-naked holy man against an empire. He became an icon. At that time only Charlie Chaplin and Adolf Hitler had achieved such worldwide recognition for their image, such that everyone knew exactly what they stood for.


Gandhi’s life is the ultimate challenge for a biographer: it was so multifaceted, and there is so much surviving contemporary information about it. Many people demonstrate two aspects of interest in their lives. A national leader may have an incandescent political career and a lurid sex life, but nothing else worthy of comment. It is not unusual to encounter social reformers who have a complex relationship with food, or with religion; many people famous for their achievements have a tumultuous family life. Gandhi’s political life, spiritual life, family life and sex life were all fascinating; his relationship to food could fill a volume in itself.


In all these areas, Gandhi’s own testimony survives, his collected works run to one hundred volumes: books, articles, letters and speeches. For some world figures such as Homer there is no reliable biographical information, for some such as Abraham there is little, for Gandhi there is a superabundance. Gandhi knew what use would be made of this material, and he was not encouraging: ‘My writings should be cremated with my body. What I have done will endure, not what I have said or written.’4


Notwithstanding his warning, this biography is based on primary sources, on his own writing and that of people who were close to him. Chief of these were his secretary between 1917 and 1942, Mahadev Desai, who wrote a nine-volume diary, and Desai’s assistant and later the principal secretary, Pyarelal, who was with Gandhi from 1920 until his death. With his sister Sushila Nayar, Gandhi’s doctor, Pyarelal wrote a ten-volume biography. Of all the other material used here the work of eyewitnesses, particularly in diaries or near-contemporary accounts, is taken as paramount, in preference to later interpretations.


Gandhi’s own two autobiographies, one on his life to the 1920s and the other on his South African experiences, are a guide not so much to the events (though sometimes they are the only record) but to the relative importance he placed on the various aspects of his life. Thus much less emphasis needs to be given to the law and politics when Gandhi was a student in London than to his vegetarian diet, because that was what obsessed him. In South Africa the life of the ideal communities he set up and his own celibacy were to him the most important part of his work. The battle with the government over Indian rights was what he did, the struggle with his sex drive was what he was. Like many very ambitious men, Gandhi was highly sexed: the interest for the biographer is how he tried to contain this sexuality, and how rivetingly candid he could be about it in his own writing.


Any reliance on Gandhi’s own writing immediately opens up question of trust: did he tell the truth? His autobiography is subtitled The Story of My Experiments with Truth, but what kind of truth was it that he believed in? Any politician could say they experimented with the truth, which would be a euphemism for lying.


There is some evidence that the incompetence Gandhi showed in his early public life has been exaggerated, giving a more dramatic impression of his later resounding successes. Later historians have found his contribution to South African politics greatly overstated. His followers were certainly left disappointed after his supposed agreements with the South African government unravelled. It is not over such matters or their interpretation that the real question of Gandhi’s veracity emerges, however. In terms of mere fact, Gandhi’s truth is a selective one not so much for what he wants to conceal as for what he wants to explore in his past: his moral development. The Autobiography started as a series of instructive articles in his newspaper Young India, where each separate chapter had to stand alone with its own moral. The work is therefore fashioned as a series of lessons, as ‘the trials of Gandhi’ or ‘Gandhi’s progress’ after one of his favourite books, Bunyan’s spiritual biography The Pilgrim’s Progress. Gandhi is less concerned with the factual accuracy of an incident than with its spiritual meaning.


For Gandhi the striving for truth was not an attempt to reach unquestioned factual accuracy, but a stretching out towards spiritual perfection. For him, truth was eternal and, conversely, if something were transient it could not be true. ‘Often in my progress I have found faint glimpses of the Absolute Truth, God, and the daily conviction is growing on me that He alone is real and all else is unreal,’ he wrote.5 Gandhi’s truth was the divinity: ‘Truth is God, or God is nothing but Truth.’6 He explained the steps by which he had reached this position: ‘Instead of saying “God is Truth” I now say “Truth is God” … There was a time when I doubted the existence of God. Even at that time I did not doubt the existence of Truth. This Truth is not a material quality; it is pure consciousness. Since it orders the whole universe it is God.’7


The truth, as it functioned in everyday life, was not immutable, even when religious questions were under consideration. Gandhi pronounced on the vexed question of intercaste relationships in the 1920s: ‘Prohibition against intermarriage and inter-dining is essential for a rapid evolution of the soul.’8 The following decade he had modified his view: ‘Restriction on inter-caste dining and inter-caste marriage is no part of the Hindu religion. It is a social custom which crept into Hinduism when perhaps it was in its decline.’9 By the 1940s he was saying: ‘I do not at all approve of marriages within the same caste’, and began actively discriminating against caste marriages in the most forthright manner.10 He blessed a marriage between a Brahmin professor and an untouchable woman, ‘and further declared that thereafter his blessings would not be available to any wedding couple unless one of the parties was a Harijan [untouchable]’.11


He explained to those bemused by his positions: ‘I am not at all concerned with appearing to be consistent. In my search after Truth I have discarded many ideas and learnt many new things … What I am concerned with is my readiness to obey the call of Truth, my God, from moment to moment, and therefore, when anybody finds any inconsistency between any two writings of mine, if he has still faith in my sanity, he would do well to choose the later of the two on the same subject.’12 More straightforwardly, he explained: ‘My aim is not to be consistent with my previous statements on a given question, but to be consistent with truth, as it may present itself to me at a given moment. The result has been that I have grown from truth to truth.’13 Hence the biographer’s dilemma in interpreting Gandhi’s writing about his own life.


Even non-violence was qualified – he was willing to call off civil disobedience in 1930 in return for acquiescence to a list of demands including the right of Indians to bear arms. He explained at the start of the Second World War: ‘If Poland has [the] utmost bravery and an equal measure of selflessness, history will forget that she defended herself with violence. Her violence will be counted almost as non-violence.’14 His willingness to see civil war in India in the 1940s horrified the British with whom he was negotiating.


He stated clearly that he had learned from the great religions ‘that we should remain passive about worldly pursuits and active about godly pursuits, that we should see a limit to our worldly ambition and that our religious ambition should be illimitable’.15 He made daily references to other religions, sang Christian hymns and was subjected to public abuse for using quotations from the Koran in his prayer meetings, but his core beliefs remained entirely Hindu. It is apparent that he did not find the cosmological systems of other religions at all satisfactory – only Hinduism had the answer to spiritual oneness. He took reincarnation as a factual matter; writing to Tolstoy in 1909 he said: ‘Reincarnation or transmigration is a cherished belief with millions in India, indeed in China also. With many, one might almost say, it is a matter of experience, no longer a matter of academic acceptance. It explains reasonably many mysteries of life.’16


The personal part of the cosmology, for Gandhi as for other devout Hindus, was a movement of the spirit through seemingly limitless refinements to reach perfection. Gandhi described it as ‘self-realisation, to see God face to face, to attain moksha. I live and move and have my being in pursuit of this goal.’17 Moksha is the term for freedom from the cycle of rebirth and death; release from it was hardly a modest aim, but one which Gandhi saw within his reach: ‘I am impatient to realise myself, to attain moksha in this very existence. My national service is part of my training for freeing my soul from the bondage of flesh. Thus considered, my service may be regarded as purely selfish. I have no desire for the perishable kingdom of earth. I am striving for the Kingdom of Heaven which is moksha.’18


This is the clue to Gandhi’s sometimes contradictory behaviour: he was an intensely ambitious man, but this was no ordinary ambition. He did not personally care about salt, and was trying to eliminate it from his diet; he campaigned for the indigo workers when he did not approve of dyeing cloth; he supported the mill workers when he was opposing the use of mill-produced cloth; he wanted Indians to rule India but had no time for elections and assemblies; he enjoyed the fulsome support of the rich while promoting the values of poverty. None of it really mattered; the aim was not in the achievement of these transient things, but in accruing spiritual power. As he said, it was the life itself that was the message. The ambition was not for fairness for labourers or Indian independence – these were transitory demands. Gandhi’s objective was nothing short of spiritual perfection.





1
Childhood and Marriage



‘You are standing near the corner of a public road,’ wrote Gandhi, remembering the India of his childhood at the time of the winter festival of Divali. He continued:


Mark the shepherd trotting in his milk-white suit, worn for the first time, with his long beard turned up beside his face and fastened under his turban, singing some broken verses. A herd of cows, with their horns painted red and green and mounted with silver, follows him. Soon after you see a crowd of little maids, with small earthen vessels resting on cushions placed on their heads … Then observe that big man with white whiskers and a big white turban, with a long reed pen thrust into his turban. He has a long scarf wound round his waist with a silver inkstand adjusted in the scarf. He, you must know, is a great banker.1


This was the world into which Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was born on 2 October 1869 in the harbour town of Porbandar. He was of the Vaishya caste of merchants, artisans and landowners, ranking third in the spiritual hierarchy of the four major divisions of Hindu society, after the Brahmin and Kshatriya but above the Sudra. Of this caste, he was from a subsection, the Bania, who were usually merchants – so many were that the British took to using the term Bania to mean ‘merchant’. Within this group, with the usual complexity of Indian social organisation, Gandhi’s family were of a further subdivision, the Modh.


Gandhi says his forebears had originally been grocers but by the time he was born they were settled into public service. Since the time of his grandfather Uttamchand Gandhi, the men in his family had been prime ministers in the princely states of Kathiawar, the peninsular part of Gujarat that juts out into the Arabian Sea. It was the same part of the province from which the merchant family of Mohammad Ali Jinnah, Gandhi’s great adversary, came.


Mohandas Gandhi was the youngest of three sons and one daughter born to Putlibai, the last wife of Karamchand Gandhi who was prime minister of Porbandar at the time of Gandhi’s birth. He was later to be prime minister of Rajkot and of Vankaner. There were some two hundred princely states in Kathiawar, but only fourteen of them had what passed for an independent political system, allowed to function so long as they remained within limits set by the British political agent who acted as their ‘adviser’.


The qualities that Gandhi admired in his father were that he was truthful, brave and generous. On the negative side, he remarked that his father was short-tempered and ‘to a certain extent he might have been given to carnal pleasures’.2 Gandhi reflected these traits: he was certainly brave, the more so for having had to overcome shyness even up to adulthood; he was very generous with his skills, in helping those such as the South African Indian labourers; and he took a preoccupation with the truth to metaphysical levels. His definition was that the truth he aspired to was ‘truthfulness in word, but truthfulness in thought also, and not only the relative truth of our conception, but the Absolute Truth, the Eternal Principle, that is God’.3


On the other hand, of the traits he singled out as those he did not respect in his father, Gandhi was rarely short-tempered with members of the public, though he was often so with his wife and other members of his family. Perhaps partly from a desire to distance himself from his father’s ‘carnal’ nature, Gandhi made a point of being abstemious about alcohol, tobacco and meat-eating; and he carried out exercises to control his sexual appetite. He was to take such sexual exercises, and public reports of them, to levels that many considered obscene.


His father was religious in a general sense, without training or regular ritual until the end of his life when he took to reading the great religious and philosophical poem the Bhagavad Gita daily. Gandhi’s mother was a far more profound influence in this area. He remarked: ‘If you notice any purity in me, I have inherited it from my mother, and not from my father.’4 She was exceedingly religious – Gandhi wrote of her ‘saintliness’.5 This expressed itself in going to the temple daily, maintaining both spiritual and physical cleanliness via rituals in bathing and defecation; never eating without saying prayers; and keeping the fasting period over the four months of rains, the Chaturmas. Gandhi noted that ‘to keep two or three consecutive fasts was nothing to her’. She contrived ingenious new fasts for herself; during one Chaturmas, instead of eating one meal a day she would eat only every alternate day; another time, she would not eat unless she had seen the sun. This was a test to the young Gandhi, who would stand staring at the sky while the sun was obscured by rain in order to rush in and tell his mother as soon as the sun had come out, so that she could eat that day. She would run out to see with her own eyes, but if the sun was no longer visible she would keep to her vow. ‘That does not matter,’ she would say, ‘God does not want me to eat today’, and she would return to her duties. The effect on Gandhi was to instil in him the perception of a close connection between religious observance and everyday life, something he would always display as a mature man. He was introduced into the discipline of fasting, which is an integral part of the Hindu and Jain religions (as it is, with its variations of Lent and Ramadan, in the Christian and Muslim religions). Gandhi was to take fasting to a new level.


It was from Putlibai that Gandhi acquired his meticulous regard for cleanliness and neatness. There was also some universalist element in her influence, as her parents had been members of the Panami sect which aims at combining the best elements of Islam and Hinduism. Putlibai was, however, an orthodox Hindu in matters of caste. She told her children they were not to touch the ‘untouchable’ boy who cleaned the lavatories; if they had accidental contact with an untouchable, they had to take a ritual bath; if that were not practicable, touching a passing Muslim would pass on the uncleanness. As he grew older, he came to argue with Putlibai: ‘I told my mother that she was entirely wrong in considering physical contact with Uka [the untouchable] as sinful,’ he recalled.6 Gandhi considered that if God was everywhere, then God was in the untouchable too. His Hinduism was monotheistic: all the gods of the pantheon were aspects of a single divine entity.


Gujarat was one of the main homes of members of the ancient Jain religion for whom the principle of non-injury to living beings is sacrosanct, and who also stress spiritual independence and non-violence. The Jains are significant scholars, having founded some of the most ancient libraries in India. Gandhi did not take up the passion for learning in early life; he did not, for example, read the Bhagavad Gita until he was in his twenties, in 1890, and then he read it in an English translation. He showed an entirely natural tendency to take what he found attractive from his influences and discard the rest; in his case this was unusual in that what he wanted was the moral message, not the adventure that was also to be found in religious stories.


He was moved by improving tales from Hindu literature, feeling that they were not mere fancies, but moral examples to copy. He singled out the stories of Shravana, who was so devoted to his aged parents that he carried them on pilgrimage; and that of King Harishchandra, who never told a lie and always kept his word. Harishchandra’s moral fortitude led him into situations in which he had to give away his kingdom, then to sell his wife and son and finally himself into servitude. This behaviour was praised by the gods, and his virtue rewarded. Gandhi remarked that he was haunted by the story and wished to go through the trials of Harishchandra for the sake of truth.


When Gandhi was about seven, his father moved the family to Rajkot where he had been appointed prime minister and a member of the Rajasthanik Court, which had been set up by the British to settle local disputes. Gandhi was therefore exposed to the operation of government, both of the British and of the princely states. Until the very end of Gandhi’s lifetime two-fifths of the territory of India and one-fifth of the population were under the governance of local rulers. The rest was ruled by the British directly with the Viceroy, at the top of the administrative hierarchy, representing the Crown.


Gandhi later remarked that he was probably an indifferent pupil – all he could remember about his first school was having difficulty with multiplication tables. Nor was there anything memorable about his studies at primary school. He remembers himself as being so shy that he would make sure to be at school as it opened and run home as soon as the school day finished in order that he did not have to talk to anyone, for he feared their ridicule. He was small and frail, afraid of ghosts, thieves and snakes, and could not go to bed without a light. His nurse told him in times of fear to repeat ‘Ramanama’ – the name of God. He never forgot this lesson, and in later life described the practice as ‘a sun that has brightened my darkest hour’.7 He was heard to repeat the name of God aloud at times of physical attack.


Gandhi had three siblings: an elder sister, Raliatbehn who was born in 1862, and two brothers, Laxmidas (1863) and Karsandas (1866). His early playmates were his family members, particularly Karsandas. Together they chafed at the restrictions put on their independence, nurturing their resentment that they had to ask permission for everything they did. They started smoking, first discarded ends thrown away by an uncle, then they took to stealing money from a servant (presumably accessible because of the expectation of honesty in the house) in order to buy cigarettes. Their puerile lack of judgement was demonstrated by their next exploit – they were so frustrated by their lack of freedom that they decided to kill themselves and obtained the seeds of a poisonous plant from the jungle. But they lost courage and did not take the seeds; Gandhi later said this exploit led him to think little of threats by others to commit suicide.


While he was still a child Gandhi’s parents set about finding a wife for him, following the usual practice in Kathiawar (and other parts of India) of ‘betrothal’ to a suitable girl. He was betrothed three times, the death of the first two girls demonstrating why this custom prevailed: it was wise to ‘reserve’ a future spouse for fear there would be none left of appropriate caste and social standing when the time for marriage came.


Betrothal was an established practice in a place where marriages were arranged by parents. Gandhi had been betrothed for the third time when he was seven in 1876, but may not even have been told about it. Child marriage was not a necessary part of this proceedure, though it was culturally acceptable. Gandhi’s marriage at the age of thirteen was the subject of continuing disgust to him. He described it as one of the ‘bitter draughts’ he had to swallow in the course of setting down the truth about his life. ‘I can see no moral argument in support of such a preposterously early marriage,’ he wrote.8


Indeed, Gandhi had utter contempt for Hindu marriage customs, which he related to waste, not seeing any pleasure or even apparently any point in it.


The parents of the bride and bridegroom often bring themselves to ruin … they waste their substance, they waste their time. Months are taken up over the preparations – in making clothes and ornaments and in preparing budgets for dinner. Each tries to outdo the other in the number and variety of courses to be prepared. Women, whether they have a voice or not, sing themselves hoarse, even get ill, and disturb the peace of their neighbours. These, in their turn, quietly put up with all the turmoil and bustle, all the dirt and filth, representing the remains of feasts, because they know that a time will come when they will also be behaving in the same manner.


This is not merely a criticism of child marriage but also seems to show intolerance of the attention given to marriages – part of Gandhi’s general impatience with the things that ordinary people find important. He also shows here a trait that would develop in adult life: an intolerance of the marriage bond itself, suggesting the relative unimportance of the relationship with spouse and family compared with a more transcendental union with the deity, and a connection to humanity at large.


Gandhi’s wedding in 1883 was particularly unfortunate for one not too impressed with the things of this world, as his family decided to marry him, his brother Karsandas and his cousin of similar age in a triple ceremony. In this way the cost would be shared between Gandhi’s father and uncle, and the expenditure and trouble would be over all at once – a boon for the two men, who were advancing in age and wanted to dispatch the business of marrying off their last children as expeditiously as possible.


As the wedding approached, his father was kept at work by official business until, in the end, he had to make the five-day journey from Rajkot to Porbandar in three days. His coach toppled over and Karamchand was severely injured, but as all the plans were already made the wedding took place, in a hall hired for the purpose. His father’s injury later gave Gandhi another reason to reflect on his wedding with distaste, but at the time it simply meant interesting clothes, music and ceremonies and ‘a strange girl to play with’. He was taken out of school for his marriage, missing about a year of education in preparation for the event.


Kasturbai Kapadia was the same age as Gandhi. She was born in April 1869 so at the time of their marriage in May she was fourteen, he thirteen. Gandhi later saw fit to ‘severely criticise my father for having married me as a child’ (though the criticism was not made in his father’s presence). At this time in Britain the age of consent was thirteen and the age of marriage was twelve for a girl and fourteen for a boy; a marriage such as Gandhi’s could have taken place in Britain, though in fact custom precluded such early marriages. Gandhi’s was far from being a child marriage by Kathiawar standards – most girls were married by the age of eight.


Kasturbai too (the form Kasturba was used after she assumed control of her own household) had been born in Porbandar, to a trader in cloth, grain and cotton and one-time mayor of Porbandar, Golkaldas Kapadia, and his wife Vraikunwerba. They also were of the Modh Bania sect (indeed, Gandhi and Kasturbai would not have been married by their parents if they had not been compatible in this way). Their home was close to that of the Gandhis, though they would not have played together as they grew up. When he was not at school Gandhi was free to go into the streets to follow a ceremonial parade or climb trees in the nearby courtyard temple, whereas Kasturbai was not sent to school or allowed to play outside but kept at home learning how to be a mother and housekeeper. The improving stories she would have been told were of good wives such as Anasuya who remained chaste when her virtue was tested, and Sita who was faithful to her husband Rama through many tribulations.


Kasturbai brought with her a cedar chest filled with new clothes and a teak box containing gold jewellery. Before the wedding the bodies of the bride and bridegroom were anointed with turmeric, almond, sandalwood and cream by family members of the same sex. In a Sanskrit ceremony held at a time that was propitious according to astrological predictions, the young couple took their first seven steps together, speaking lines on the significance of each until, on the final step, Gandhi proclaimed that step signified ‘that we may ever live as friends’ and Kasturbai responded: ‘It is the fruit of my good deeds that I have you as my husband. You are my best friend, my highest guru, and my sovereign lord.’9


That night, he reported, they were too nervous to face each other, though his brother’s wife had explained to him the basics of sex and he hints that someone must have coached Kasturbai. ‘Oh, that first night,’ he writes, ‘two innocent children all unwittingly hurled themselves into the ocean of life.’10 Gandhi’s later repudiation of his sexual nature makes him reluctant to describe any but a few details of his ‘carnal desire’; he writes: ‘I propose to draw the curtain over my shame.’ In fact he seems to have had a normal healthy sexual appetite, the expression of which had, despite his youth, been sanctioned by local custom and by his family. The revulsion was something he brought to the affair himself, in later reflection.


It was not as if the young people were all alone against the world – very far from it: they lived in Gandhi’s family house in Rajkot, a household under the control of his beloved mother. Fortunately for the young bride, Putlibai was not the tyrannical mother-in-law so resented by new brides. Young husbands and wives were supposed to ignore each other during the daylight hours: expressions of affection were considered indecent; they were together only in their small bedroom. Lacking experience in the field of marriage, Gandhi would read small pamphlets discussing conjugal love, thrift, child marriage and other such themes. He remarked: ‘It was a habit with me to forget what I did not like, and to carry out in practice whatever I liked.’ One principle he gleaned from these pamphlets was the duty of a husband to be faithful to his wife. He embraced this notion, and extended it to her, insisting on her fidelity. This was no burden, but he began to be jealous of any commitment other than to himself, to insist on her staying in the house, telling her she could not go anywhere without his permission. She refused to accept such unreasonable restrictions and continued going to the temple and on visits to friends. ‘More restraint on my part resulted in more liberty being taken by her,’ Gandhi wrote, ‘and in my getting more and more cross.’ This adolescent playing on the authority of a husband was redeemed, in Gandhi’s eyes, because his severities were based on love and his wish ‘to make her live a pure life, learn what I learnt’.


Kasturbai had had no formal education, and was illiterate, so Gandhi set about improving her. He came up against barriers, for she was ‘not impatient of her ignorance’, so what teaching he had time for, in the evenings, ‘had to be done against her will’. As well as her reluctance, he also regretted that ‘lustful love’ left him no time for instruction. Her education remained rudimentary, something Gandhi later blamed on their active sex life: ‘I am sure that, had my love for her been absolutely untainted with lust, she would be a learned lady today.’


After the break for his marriage Gandhi continued at high school, where he had progressed to being an above-average pupil and had earned the affection of his teachers. He was rarely punished, but if he was, the shame of having merited it he felt to be worse than the penalty. In time the medium of instruction became English and he also progressed to learning Sanskrit, which he found difficult but eventually rewarding as it was the language of the Hindu holy books.


Gandhi rebelled no more than the usual adolescent against this upbringing: he was led into bad habits in the company of a friend of his brother, Sheikh Mehtab, an older boy whom Gandhi had the conceit to imagine he could reform. He said as much to his wife, his mother and his brother, who advised against his association with the boy. Mehtab appears in the Autobiography as a dark double of Gandhi – embracing all the evils that Gandhi samples but resists, he is the tempter in the morality tale that is Gandhi’s life. He is not named in the Autobiography, doubtless because when the recollections were published, in the 1920s, Gandhi did not want to highlight the fact that one of the few entirely negative characters in his life was a Muslim at a time when he was promoting Hindu–Muslim unity.


Mehtab, hardy and athletic, attributed his strong constitution to eating meat. He also attributed the dominance of the British over India to their diet. This was not an outlandish view. A verse of the time translates:


Behold the mighty Englishman
He rules the Indian small,
Because being a meat-eater
He is five cubits tall.


Gandhi was impressed by this cure for national ills: ‘It began to grow on me that meat-eating was good,’ he said, ‘that it would make me strong and daring, and that, if the whole country took to meat-eating, the English would be overcome.’11 Thus as a teenager he was already thinking of ridding India of the imperial presence – and he already thought diet had a large part to play in politics.


His parents were of the majority, Vaishnava, form of Hinduism, in which meat-eating was proscribed, and the influence of Jainism with its extreme respect for all forms of life was strong. One day, goaded by the urge for ‘food reform’ and the thrill of making a new departure in life, Gandhi sat on a riverbank with Mehtab and tried to eat some goat’s meat with his bread. It was tough and he was sick; he had a sleepless night, with dreams of a live goat bleating inside him. His friend persevered, Gandhi convinced himself that meat-eating was a duty, and in the setting of an attractive dining-room and given meat delicacies cooked by a chef, Gandhi found a taste for these dishes. The meat-eating phase lasted for perhaps half a dozen meals spread over a year, when he was fourteen or fifteen. Meat was no longer physically offensive to Gandhi by the end of this time, but lying to his parents and deceiving them as to why he had no appetite for family meals he found unbearable. His resolution of this dilemma – not wanting either to lose his friend or to lie to his parents – was to assure Mehtab that, though it was essential to eat meat and to take up the cause of national food reform, he would not do so until his parents were dead so he would not have to lie to them.


These chapters of his autobiography read like ‘the temptations of Gandhi’: he tells of how he was misled into smoking, stealing, meateating and sex but found ultimate sanctity in rejecting these diversions from the true path. He even remarks that the suspicions he developed about Kasturbai were nurtured by Mehtab, as if Gandhi himself was not responsible, did nothing wrong except when tempted. In recounting this time, fifty-five years later, he recalled that Sheikh Mehtab ‘kept me under his thumb for more than ten years. On his suggestion, I came to doubt the character of Ba [Kasturbai]. I broke her bangles, refused to have anything to do with her and sent her away to her parents.’12


Sheikh Mehtab was the son of a jailer employed by the British, and so of a far less wealthy family than Gandhi’s. Why did this friend spend so much money on Gandhi? He took him for restaurant meals and once even paid for him to visit a brothel. There has to be a suspicion that Gandhi was a more than willing participant in these social adventures: he felt frightened – ‘he threatened me many times,’ he said – but also admiring and in awe of Mehtab.13 He was far from the only sensitive youngster who was led astray by bad company. In the brothel the shy young man could not perform: ‘I went into the jaws of sin, but God in his infinite mercy protected me against myself,’ he wrote; ‘I was almost struck blind and dumb in this den of vice.’14 He sat on the bed near a prostitute but was tongue-tied; he does not say what efforts she made to stimulate him, but in the end she lost patience and, insulting him, showed him the door. He took the trouble in recounting this to say there had been four ‘similar’ incidents in his life – presumably ones in which he may have had sex outside of his marriage – ‘and in most of them my good fortune, rather than any effort on my part, saved me’.


These teenage misdemeanours were all petty transgressions, but of biographical interest because of Gandhi’s guilty pondering over them. Most people (and most legal systems) are content to overlook minor transgressions committed when moral faculties are not fully formed. Gandhi the man was interested in the development of this moral process; he wanted to know how it had changed him. The comparative value he placed on his transgressions is interesting. He repeatedly returns to sex (including sex within marriage) as shameful; he dwells at length on the sin of meat-eating; yet he passes over in one line the act of stealing pennies from a poor man, which many people would consider beneath contempt. Gandhi says this happened when he was twelve or thirteen – he is more concerned about his theft at the age of fifteen of a gold piece from his brother. This crime troubled him so much that he swore never to steal again and to make a confession to his father. He could not bring himself to speak, so he wrote it down and handed the paper to Karamchand, expecting him to be volubly angry. In fact his father wept and said nothing, leaving a deep impression on Gandhi who concluded that ‘a clean confession, combined with a promise never to commit the sin again, when offered before one who has the right to receive it, is the purest type of repentance … From that day, truth-telling became a passion with me.’15


Karamchand had been ill for some time, and his son had to return home from school to take his turn in nursing him; he had never fully recovered from his injuries in the coach crash at the time of the wedding, and had a fistula on his neck that was unresponsive to treatment. An English surgeon had recommended an operation but the family’s local physician had advised against it. Gandhi saw to his father’s medicines, dressed his wound and fed him. Sometimes his duties would be relieved by other members of the family, including Karamchand’s brother, who came to visit and would insist on sleeping by the sick man’s bedside.


He took over on the night of 16 November 1885, sending Gandhi to bed. The teenager was eager to have sex with Kasturbai, whom he woke up for the purpose. In a few minutes, however, a servant came to the door. Gandhi sprang out of bed to be told, ‘Father is no more.’ He ran to his father’s room to see Karamchand dead. He bitterly regretted that his father had not died in his arms – ‘it was my uncle who had this privilege’.16 Gandhi compounded his grief for his father’s death with guilt that he had not been present and with the ‘shame of my carnal desire even at this critical hour of my father’s death, which demanded wakeful service’. He could never forgive himself for having been ‘in the grip of lust’ at that moment. Even at the age of fifty-six when he wrote his memoir of the event, he was still dwelling on it: ‘It took me long to get free from the shackles of lust, and I had to pass through many ordeals before I could overcome it’. Gandhi added that Kasturbai had been pregnant at the time, and the child she bore lived only a few days. This too he blamed on himself: ‘Nothing else could be expected. Let all those who are married be warned by my example.’


The family now had a serious problem: the pension Karamchand had received from the ruler of Rajkot no longer arrived and Gandhi’s elder brothers held only minor legal positions. They did not have the command of English necessary for a senior government post like their father’s, now that the British were so prominent in the political system. Karamchand had spent money as he had earned it; he left some property but little else.


The family now looked to Gandhi to carry their fortunes forward. He would have to get into higher education and land a well paid job to help support them. He was an above average though not a spectacular student at high school, which he attended with the help of scholarships. He was one of four applicants who passed the matriculation examinations for Samaldas College, where he was admitted in January 1888 at the age of nineteen.


He was lonely and homesick at college in Bhavnagar, ninety miles from Rajkot, where he was living alone for the first time in his life. Lessons were conducted in English, which was a struggle for him; the teaching was pitched at a level higher than his, so he could not follow well and his marks were poor. Time earlier lost from his studies for his wedding and while tending to his father in his illness cannot have aided Gandhi’s performance as a student. He was to progress in later life by applying discipline and determination to his studies, but he was never a gifted scholar.


Kasturbai was pregnant again, with their first son who would survive, Harilal, so thoughts of impending fatherhood may well have also had an effect on him. At the end of the first term when he returned home he discussed his problems with the family, whose fortunes depended so much on his efforts. In the absence of Karamchand the family was relying for counsel on a friend, Mavji Dave, who was a learned Brahmin with more than a little worldly wisdom. He said that if Gandhi overcame his obstacles and continued to study at college he would get a BA degree, but that would not qualify him for high office – he would not be able to follow his father and become a prime minister. What he should do was to go to London and study to be a barrister at the Inns of Court. A three-year course would bring great rewards.


There were barriers to overcome: the cost would be three or four thousand rupees, a fortune for a family that had struggled to send the youngest son to college ninety miles away. There was also the fact that an orthodox Hindu should not cross the sea for fear of ritual pollution, and his mother’s very real fears that Gandhi would mix with women, drink alcohol and eat meat if subjected to the temptations of London life. If Kasturbai had an opinion, it is not recorded; her son was born in the spring of 1888 while preparations were being made for Gandhi’s future.


Gandhi described thinking to himself: ‘If I go to England not only shall I become a barrister (of whom I used to think a great deal) but I shall be able to see England, the land of philosophers and poets, the very centre of civilisation.’17 Thirsting for experience, he ‘jumped at the proposal’ to send him to London, though he was uncertain whether he should study for the law or for medicine, which he preferred. His family were firm on this, however, not wishing for religious reasons for Gandhi to have anything to do with dissection; also, they considered that medicine would not be so suitable if he was to follow in his father’s footsteps as a prime minister. But the choice of career did not suit Gandhi’s nature – it took a long time before he was even a passable lawyer. On the other hand, he was naturally attracted to healing: he took every opportunity to engage voluntarily in health-related work – in tending to the wounded in wartime, in sanitation work, in nursing his friends and family and trying out his home remedies for their ailments.


If he was aiming for a post in the Indian administration, it was reasonable to look first to the British for assistance in his studies as they controlled not only British India but the princely states, via their political agents. There was a British agent in Porbandar, where the family was known because of Karamchand’s work and where his brother Tulsidas lived. Gandhi therefore went to Porbandar and called on his uncle, hoping for a letter of recommendation to the political agent, but he was unsuccessful. Tulsidas was unhappy with the appearance of Indians who returned from England as barristers. He said they adopted a European lifestyle – their clothing, food, smoking cigars – and it was all distasteful to him.


Gandhi therefore wrote direct to Frederick Lely, the political agent, who invited the young man to his home. The official had made no arrangement for a special audience with Gandhi, but saw him nonetheless there and then. Gandhi bowed low and delivered the few sentences he had prepared for this, his first interview with an English gentleman, speaking (somewhat foolishly for someone who wished to study in England) in Gujarati. Lely simply told him: ‘Pass your BA first and then see me. No help can be given you now.’18 While it is comical to think of this administrator lightly casting aside Gandhi, who would later have so much to do with the dismantling of British India, from his own point of view Lely had made a sensible decision. For the best return, Lely’s limited funds needed to be spent on excellent scholars, and Gandhi was a poor candidate. He had chosen to try to go to England because of difficulties with his studies in India; though Lely doubtless did not know this, his attitude was calculated to winnow out such candidates. Furthermore, Gandhi came with no recommendation except that he was his father’s son, and Karamchand’s other two sons had not excelled themselves.


Gandhi returned to Rajkot crestfallen, thinking of his options. His elder brother Laxmidas in whom he had always put his faith should be able to help. Perhaps, Gandhi thought, he could sell Kasturbai’s jewellery. Back home, he now faced renewed opposition from his mother, still fretting that Gandhi would be subject to moral temptation in England. She asked the advice of a Jain monk friend who had been a Modh Bania before he had converted. His solution was to put her son under oath. Gandhi duly vowed not to touch wine, woman or meat while he was away, and his mother gave her permission. ‘Sleeping, waking, drinking, eating, walking, running, reading, I was dreaming and thinking of England,’ he recalled.19 With some self-knowledge he wrote at the age of nineteen: ‘I am not a man who would, after having formed any intention, leave it easily.’20


He and his family spent the spring and summer of 1888 contacting friends and family to raise the necessary money. Finally there was sufficient – it was all the money the family of Karamchand had. It was so rare for a young man from Rajkot to go to England that his high school held a send-off in his honour. He had prepared a few words of thanks, but was so shy and unused to public performance that he could scarcely stammer them out. ‘I remember how my head reeled and how my whole frame shook as I stood up to read them,’ he wrote.21 His farewell to his family, at his home on 10 August, was even more harrowing. He wrote: ‘My mother was hiding her eyes, full of tears, in her hands, but the sobbing was clearly heard … I was among a circle of some fifty friends. “If I wept, they would think me too weak; perhaps they would not allow me to go to England,” soliloquised I; therefore I did not weep, even though my heart was breaking.’ Last came the leave-taking from Kasturbai. Since it was contrary to custom for him to see or speak to her in the presence of friends he had to see her in a separate room. ‘She, of course, had begun sobbing long before. I went to her and stood like a dumb statue for a moment. I kissed her and she said “Don’t go.”’22


Laxmidas and Gandhi’s friends, including Sheikh Mehtab, travelled with him as far as Bombay where the brothers stayed at the home of their sister Raliatbehn. At that moment the Indian Ocean was stormy, a ship had recently been lost, and it was felt advisable for Gandhi to wait for a few weeks before he travelled. While he was there, as soon as other Modh Bania caste members heard of his expedition he could not go out without being pointed and stared at, or jeered at by passersby.


The head man of the community, who had been on good terms with Gandhi’s father, focused the unease of the Modh Bania. He called a general meeting of the caste, to which Gandhi was summoned. The head man presented his prejudices as religious obligations: ‘Our religion forbids voyages abroad,’ he said, explaining that it was not possible to live among Europeans without compromising Hinduism. Gandhi recounted the vows he had made to his mother and said he felt the caste should not interfere. The head man swore at him and declared: ‘This boy shall be treated as an outcaste from today. Whoever helps him or goes to see him off at the dock shall be punishable with a fine.’23


With Gandhi now an outcaste, and others who supported him threatened with the same, the young man’s situation was precarious. ‘Even the chosen few who had supported me through thick and thin left me alone,’ he said.24 He became more anxious than ever to sail, in case some other problem impeded him. This was prescient, for when he found a ship and asked his brother-in-law for the money that had been left in his safekeeping for Gandhi, the brother-in-law refused. He said he could not afford to lose caste – he must not help Gandhi to travel. Gandhi solved this religious impasse by asking a friend to loan him the money for his passage and for clothes. His brother-in-law repaid the loan, thereby not helping Gandhi directly, and religious purity was inviolate.


He sailed from Bombay on 4 September 1888. For the first time he was in the company of British people; all but one of the others in the second-class saloon where passengers mixed were British (though he wrote that they were ‘English’, which was a common confusion in his work). He shared a cabin with the only other Indian.


In India Gandhi had worn a long cloth jacket over cloth trousers, and a turban. His hair was tied in a shikka, or knot, but he abandoned this for the trip to London, fearing it would expose him to ridicule. Wanting to blend in as far as possible with British society, he bought British clothes including a necktie which he ‘abhorred’ – but which he ‘delighted in wearing later’ – and a jacket which, as it was shorter than the Indian equivalent, stopping above the behind, he ‘looked upon as immodest’.25 There is a picture taken of him with slicked-down hair and a clear parting, wearing a three-piece suit with a wing collar and a bow tie, looking very much the middle-class Englishman.


This was his first time in the company of a mass of British people and he did not do well: he was unaccustomed to speaking English and he could not follow their remarks, nor reply even when he understood. He had to frame every sentence in his mind before he could bring it out. He could not use knives and forks and was not bold enough to enquire which dishes at mealtimes were meat-free.


He was advised by Indian friends before he left that he would not be able to face the British climate without eating meat; he was also warned that without liquor he would be numbed with cold and that smoking was obligatory. A kind fellow passenger who accompanied him to the dining-table also advised him that he would have to start eating meat, now or in England, but he resisted. On board, he was surprised and fascinated by everything; he found lavatories bemusing – ‘We do not get water there and are obliged to use pieces of paper.’26 On first entering a lift, in London, he thought it was a small room in which he was to wait, until it began to rise. When he stepped ashore at Tilbury on 29 September he was inappropriately dressed for the weather, in a white flannel suit, the only one of the passengers so attired. Thus inexperienced and unprepared, he took a train to London.


The relationship of India to Britain was (and continues to be) a complex one, eliciting a variety of responses on each side. At base, Britain was an occupying foreign power. The British had displaced other European powers in the race to dominate India, but had also displaced the Moguls, the previously successful conquerors. Twelve years before Gandhi’s birth the 1857 mutiny of Indian troops had aimed to expel the British and to re-install the decadent Mogul emperor (though the former was a more clearly defined aim than the latter). The mutiny had been sparked by rumours that rifle cartridges – the ends of which had to be bitten off – had been prepared with the use of pork or beef tallow, and so were taboo to Muslims and Hindus respectively. This rumour (and others, including that cook-house flour had somewhat improbably been contaminated with cow and pig bone-meal) found a ready audience in resentful soldiers who had previously mutinied over other matters. Those who spread the rumours had succeeded in uniting India’s Hindu and Muslim populations in a common cause of complaint – this was the grail of nationalist agitations that was never again to be so firmly grasped: Gandhi was one of many who failed to unite the religions of India into anti-British feeling, except for very short periods.


After the 1857 rebellion had been suppressed, the British Crown took direct control of the nation under a viceroy appointed by the queen. Britain gained an Indian market for her goods, particularly cotton; there were jobs for British expatriates, especially for those of ability but limited means, to run the railways, to build roads and bridges and to become officers in the army. By 1930 there were some 7,500 retired British officials drawing £3.5 to £4 million in pensions from the Indian revenue. India supplied a vast standing army and massive reserves of volunteers who could be called upon to go anywhere in the Empire to defend British interests.


India gained relative internal peace, post, road and rail systems and other infrastructure, and a continually developing administrative and legal system. The disparity between what these two nations gained from the relationship is obvious: once India had its functioning infrastructure, there was no more need for the imperial power. For Britain, however, there was no end in sight to the need for money, a market and an imperial army.


The vast majority of Indians who were engaged in agricultural work had had no more contact with the British than they had with their own princes – the patterns of village life were woven without much reference to rulers. Indian reactions to Britain among the middle class varied widely, from violent antipathy at one extreme to a loyalty that extended to adopting British manners, dress and attitudes at the other. Most were selective, as was Gandhi in the 1880s, taking what seemed valuable from Britain in terms of modernity, but also largely maintaining religious and social traditions.


The long-standing lesson of the 1857 mutiny was that violence would not succeed in expelling the British, who would always be militarily stronger. Gandhi was always an Indian nationalist. What he eventually brought to the scene was a uniquely Gandhian approach to nationalism that had been crafted over the twenty-six years he spent out of India (excepting short periods) after he first left the subcontinent’s shores in 1888. At this time, adopting Western ways along with a Western education was still the way forward.





2
London Lessons



When Gandhi arrived in London the aristocratic Lord Salisbury led the Conservative party as prime minister; the previous year Queen Victoria had celebrated fifty years on the throne. The stately buildings in Whitehall ultimately administered four hundred million people. London was the greatest city in the world, at the centre of the first truly global empire.


Viewed from that perspective, the Empire seemed unbreakable, a thing to wonder at rather than to attack. But the cracks were already apparent. The ongoing unrest in Ireland had already convinced the most far-sighted that home rule was the only solution. The London matchgirls, amongst the most downtrodden and ignorant workers, had successfully held a strike to improve their pay and conditions earlier in 1888. The year after Gandhi arrived the dockers would strike, halting trade through the centre of the Empire.


These manifestations of discontent may seem remote from the selfimage of the shy student from Kathiawar who landed at Tilbury, but Gandhi is known to have followed the Irish progress to independence through the press; he would seek, and receive, an audience with Cardinal Manning to congratulate him on his conciliatory role in ending the dock strike. He also met the match-girls’ leader Annie Besant in London, and later worked beside her for Indian independence when she took her own path to mysticism in Madras.


British culture as centred on London offered other manifestations of uncertainty. The established Church continued its struggle against the forces of rationalism as represented by the Darwinists, and the bestselling author Marie Corelli was writing books discussing the masculine and feminine nature of God, reincarnation, and the role of the occult in evolution. The London that Gandhi had entered brimmed with insistent new ideas – of the socialist Social Democratic Federation, the Society for Psychical Research, the Theosophical Society and the Anti-Vivisection Society. He could not have arrived at a time of greater challenge and excitement than the last decade of the nineteenth century.


On his arrival Gandhi went by train to central London with a companion he had met on the boat, to the luxurious Victoria Hotel, which had been recommended to them. His new friend accepted the first rooms offered at the first price – six shillings a day. To give an idea of the value of money: there were twenty shillings to the pound and the dockers had been striking for a minimum wage of half a shilling (sixpence) an hour – though they often got only three hours’ work a day.


A network of Indian expatriates supported newcomers, and Gandhi carried letters of introduction to several people to ease his entry into British society. One of his contacts was Dr Pranjivan Mehta, who was studying law as well as taking an advanced course in medicine. When he called to see Gandhi in his hotel on his first night there, he felt the young man was something of a barbarian – he was touching Mehta’s clothes with puerile interest, and his English was poor. Mehta was also concerned at the cost of the hotel, and arranged for Gandhi to live with an English family that took in boarders.


Gandhi’s hotel bill for the few days he was there was for £3, which shocked him; he had around £400 for his entire three-year trip. He had been eating in the hotel even though he found the food unpalatable, and was surprised that he still had to pay for dishes he had ordered even if he had not eaten them.


Gandhi was to have a problem finding food – the English landladies’ boiled vegetables without seasoning were all but inedible. They were also intended as an accompaniment to a meat dish. He was too shy to make his needs better known and would fill up on bread but would not ask for more vegetables. He was at an extra disadvantage because he still considered meat-eating was essential to achieve national freedom; his vegetarianism was a result only of his vow to his mother to abstain. He was urged to abandon the promise – ‘What is the value of a vow made before an illiterate mother, and in ignorance of conditions here?’ a friend asked, but for Gandhi a vow was inviolable.1


He wept with homesickness during this time of boarding with different families, in Richmond and West Kensington. But he started reading newspapers, an important contribution towards the political education of someone who had not previously had any acquaintance with current affairs.


After taking some time to orientate himself in the new country, Gandhi enrolled at the Inner Temple, one of the four Inns of Court. The qualifications for being called to the Bar were to pass examinations in Roman and common law and to attend a number of dinners at the appropriate Inn. There was little by way of formal training; most depended on personal study. Gandhi does not seem to have particularly enjoyed the medieval Inns of Court, though he spent many days working in the library of the Inner Temple, thus saving on coal to heat his rooms. He ate the compulsory dinners in the Inner Temple Hall where, surprisingly considering his difficulty elsewhere, it was possible to order vegetarian fare. He discovered abstinence had its rewards: as each table was supplied with the same amount of wine, he was a welcome guest at the tables of those who enjoyed it, since they could drink the ration supplied for him. He bought and studied the recommended books, discovering that many students got by using tutors or cramming notes, never having to read the textbooks – ‘question papers were easy and examiners were generous’.2 His study of English common law, incorporating criminal and civil law, gave him an appreciation of the concepts of equal rights before the law, indicating that there were values within which the government must operate.


His struggle to find suitable food ended when he came across a vegetarian restaurant, the Central on St Bride Street, off Farringdon Street, where he began to eat, feeling that ‘God had come to my aid.’3 He bought a copy of the proselytising A Plea for Vegetarianism by Henry Salt. Salt was a socialist, a former Eton schoolmaster who wore sandals (unusual at the time) and attempted to live the simple life with his wife, a Sanskrit scholar called Kate Joynes, on the smallest amount of money possible.


Gandhi was glad to have found a vegetarian meeting place, but looked with disdain at vegetarians who were obsessed with their health and talked of nothing but disease. He was moving towards the incorporation of vegetarianism into a spiritual scheme of his own devising, but one which would draw much from his London experiences. As noted earlier, he had previously considered vegetarianism a moral necessity but a meat diet to be ‘scientifically’ superior. He was now converted to the superiority of the vegetarian diet, joined the London Vegetarian Society in 1890 and met with other enthusiasts. He began to read vegetarian magazines and was invited by the editor of The Vegetarian, Josiah Oldfield, to attend the International Vegetarian Congress in September 1890. Within this network Gandhi discovered a great freedom: he could eat in vegetarian restaurants and travel around the country using vegetarian-orientated accommodation, as advertised via the society. He later moved into rooms at Oldfield’s residence in Bayswater. Gandhi commented enthusiastically about his friend: ‘I have seen him work at the rate of sixteen hours or more per diem. He was, when I saw him last, living on bread, figs and water.’4 Oldfield said: ‘Those were happy days, of consciousness that we were helping to make the world better.’5


By 1891 Gandhi was defending vegetarianism in articles in The Vegetarian and ascribing the weakness of India to other causes, including child marriage which supposedly produced weak offspring and a strain on the young parents.6 In his search for perfect nutritional equilibrium he was prey to every food fad, whether or not there was any rational basis for it. ‘There was in those days,’ he records, ‘a body of opinion which regarded tea and coffee as harmful and favoured cocoa’ – cocoa, then, it was.7 The seed for all his future experiments in diet, he recorded, was sown in London (presumably he did not include his Indian experiences with meat-eating as experiments). He also invented diets of his own, giving up starchy foods, living on bread and fruit alone, then on cheese, milk and eggs.


Gandhi’s involvement with what were thought of as food cranks disconcerted Dalpatram Shukla, another Kathiawari in London, who wanted his young friend to become a sophisticated man of the world. One evening he took Gandhi to the theatre, preceded by a restaurant meal at which he was embarrassed when Gandhi called the waiter to ask if the soup was vegetarian. Gandhi decided in response to his friend’s discomfiture at his ‘making a scene’ that, though he could not relent over meat-eating, he would nevertheless become an English gentleman.


He therefore upgraded his wardrobe, at considerable expense. He bought a top-hat and an evening suit and set about reforming his manners. He was advised he had to learn to dance and to speak French, so he signed up for lessons. He found dancing difficult, so bought a violin and hired a teacher in order to acquire a taste for Western music. He also engaged an elocution teacher. This ‘infatuation’, as he called it, lasted around three months, after which he dispensed with the services of all his teachers – typically, again taking an extreme position. In fact elocution lessons for someone not a native English speaker would at the time have been of real value – the fact that he did not think he needed them meant he did not see his future as including making speeches in English, but one of working in the Indian courts or in Indian public service as his father had. Despite dispensing with the ‘charm school’ accessories he retained a ‘punctiliousness in dress’; and he did so for years, he maintained – certainly throughout his time in Britain he was the image of the ‘brown Englishman’.8 An Indian in London described him at this time: ‘Gandhi was wearing a high silk top hat brushed “burnish bright”, a stiff and starched collar (known at that time as the Gladstone), a flashy tie displaying all the colours of the rainbow, under which there was a fine striped shirt. Gandhi wore a morning coat, a double-breasted vest [wasitcoat], dark striped trousers to match, patent leather boots and spats. He carried leather gloves, and a silver-mounted stick.’9


He was now becoming more concerned about the dwindling of his funds. Living with a family was proving too expensive, so he took rooms, probably in Store Street; he would walk to wherever he had to be, covering distances of eight to ten miles a day, and started cooking some of his meals at home. He enjoyed the discipline of progressively reducing his expenses: ‘I kept account of every farthing I spent, and my expenses were carefully calculated.’ He was eventually able to live on around a shilling a day for food.10 He also reduced the variety of foods he was eating, as a matter of discipline rather than expense, and stopped using the spices sent to him from India, becoming instead enamoured of boiled spinach.


He once fell ill with bronchitis and a doctor was sent for who advised Gandhi he must eat meat for his strength. He brought beef tea to the supine Indian and told him he must either drink it or die. ‘I had to reply,’ recalled Gandhi, ‘that if it were God’s will that I should die, I must die, but that I was sure it could not be God’s will that I should break the oath that I made at my mother’s knee before I left India.’11


He also decided on a course of study to fill the time when the Bar examinations were not absorbing him, and took the London Matriculation, a general exam that increased his store of general knowledge at no particular cost. He organised his timetable to the minute and worked hard at subjects such as Latin and science; though he failed the examination the first time he took it (flunking the Latin paper), he repeated the papers and passed in June 1890.


Every student should go to England to study because so much could be learned, he remarked, not because of what was there but what was not: ‘Whilst he is in England he is alone, no wife to tease and flatter him, no parents to indulge, no children to look after, no company to disturb.’12
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