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Threads of Peace

THE RIGHT TO TAKE A SEAT


“Victory attained by violence

is tantamount to a defeat,

for it is momentary.”

–Mohandas K. Gandhi

“Christ showed us the way

and Gandhi in India showed

it could work.”

–Martin Luther King Jr.
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DUBLIN, GEORGIA

April 17, 1944

Light-headed with excitement, fifteen-year-old Martin stepped up to the microphone. His very first public speech! His teacher, Mrs. Sarah Grace Bradley, smiled at him from the audience.

Martin had practiced this speech many times at home. He’d delivered it in school, winning the chance to enter a statewide contest. Now here he was in the First African Baptist Church, nearly 150 miles away, his gaze falling upon the faces of strangers.

Already, Martin’s voice was deep and echoing. The subject of his speech was big. Two centuries of slavery in America and the wounds it had left upon Black society—poverty, inequality, sickness, illiteracy, segregation. Slavery ended in 1865, he pointed out, but “Black America still wears chains.” Martin talked about the opera singer Marian Anderson. The city of Philadelphia had honored Marian. They had given her a prize for her talent and her generosity in teaching others. Three years had gone by since that award and still, Martin said, Marian was not “served in many of the public restaurants of her home city, even after it has declared her to be its best citizen.”

His speech cast a hush over the audience. The words rose and fell. They circled around Martin’s big, wide topic, returning again and again to cry out for justice. “So, with their right hand they raise to high places the great who have dark skins, and with their left, they slap us down to keep us in ‘our places.’ ”

Martin demanded equal education and equal rights for Black people. He demanded equality—“fair play” and “free opportunity” for all.

He won the speech competition. But his first real test was yet to come.

At the end of the day, Martin and Mrs. Bradley caught the bus back from Dublin to Atlanta. Like most buses of the time, it was segregated. Black and white people sat in separate rows. If four Black riders sat in a row and a white person wanted a seat there, all four would have to get up. It didn’t matter if they were sick or elderly, pregnant or holding babies or toddlers. That is how it was. Segregated buses were just another way to keep Black America slapped down. Martin could see it.

The bus pulled out of Dublin. Soon it stopped to pick up additional passengers. They were white.

The driver looked around. “Get up!” he ordered Martin and Mrs. Bradley.

Mrs. Bradley whispered to Martin that they’d better obey. He hesitated. He longed to stay put. Why did he have to get up for these people? Why did Mrs. Bradley? It was so unfair. It was downright wrong.

“We have to obey the law,” Mrs. Bradley said. Martin had no choice.

Still, Martin hesitated. The bus driver began to yell at him. He cursed and threatened. He spewed the coarsest of language. He hurled his words like weapons.

Martin’s mind raced. It could be dangerous to disobey. Drivers on these intercity buses sometimes carried guns. The driver’s curses slapped down his ideals of justice and equality. Slapped him back down, as if he had no rights at all.

Shaken as much by the turmoil inside him as by the incident itself, he got to his feet. Through the lowering darkness, the full bus rattled toward Atlanta. The entire way, Martin and Mrs. Bradley stood in the aisle. Every lurch over every pothole drummed anger and humiliation into Martin’s memory.

Eleven years later, at the age of twenty-six, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was the newly appointed pastor of a church in Montgomery, Alabama. He was asked to lead a movement to protest the city’s segregated bus system. Black people would refuse to ride the buses. Without the thousands of dimes they plunked into the till, the city would lose money. Surely then they would have to allow Blacks to sit where they chose. No more segregated seating. No more having to get up and give your seat to a white passenger.

Dr. King agreed to the boycott, under one condition. All those who took part must do so peacefully.

In meetings and flyers, the boycott organizers told people to stay calm and peaceful. Join the boycott, they urged. Don’t ride the segregated buses in Montgomery. Walk. Get a ride. Find some other way to get where you need to go. No fighting. No violence. By your peaceful actions, you will make the city take notice.
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King speaking at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, Montgomery, Alabama.



How did Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. journey from anger to peaceful protest? Dr. King himself credited a man from faraway India. His name was Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. Dr. King called him “the guiding light of our technique of nonviolent social change.”

PIETERMARITZBURG, SOUTH AFRICA

June 7, 1893

Gandhi began his journey toward peaceful resistance on a train.

The polished wood and brass carriage was empty. In Mohandas Gandhi’s pocket was a first-class ticket, compliments of Dada Abdulla, an Indian merchant who lived in South Africa. Abdulla had hired Gandhi to represent him in a legal case against a family member who owed him money. Having left his native India, armed with a newly minted law degree from England, Gandhi had come to South Africa to argue the case.
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Gandhi in South Africa



The train chugged through the green hills of the Natal province. The countryside was dotted with small settlements, clusters of buildings with mud walls and thatched roofs. The train rattled past rocky outcrops and the occasional cascading waterfall. It pulled into the station of Pietermaritzburg, barely a quarter of the way to Gandhi’s final destination of Pretoria.

As the wheels creaked to a halt, a railway attendant poked his head around the door. He was ready to fold down the wooden seat-back, turning it into a bunk bed. Did Gandhi need a bedding roll, with pillows? Sheets?

“No,” said Gandhi. “I have one with me.” He was used to train travel in India, where people always carried their own bedding.

Gandhi was settling in for the night when someone else entered—a white passenger. He looked Gandhi up and down. He seemed about to say something, but then he left. When the man returned, he had two railway officials with him. They, too, stared at the Indian as if he were an unexpected pest that had suddenly shown up in their gleaming wooden carriage.

A third man in uniform arrived. “Come along,” he commanded Gandhi. “You must go to the van compartment.” Coolies—the insulting name for all Indians in South Africa—weren’t allowed in first class.

Gandhi objected. He showed them his ticket. If they didn’t want him to ride in this carriage, why had the railway issued a first-class ticket in his name? The officials protested. The stationmaster must have made a mistake.

The white passenger fretted and fumed. He wasn’t about to spend the night in the same carriage as this impertinent brown-skinned man. The railway officials warned Gandhi they’d throw him out if he didn’t leave.

He remained sitting.

Just as the engine hissed, ready to pull out of the station, a police constable pushed his way in. He grabbed Gandhi by the arm. He shoved him out of the train. Gandhi crashed onto the stone slabs of the station platform. His luggage flew out after him. His wooden trunk crashed at his side. His briefcase followed. The train steamed away.

Gandhi was steaming too, from abuse and injury. How long did he lie there? He hardly knew. Slowly, he regained his breath. He picked himself up and went to the waiting room. His trunk was stored away for him, leaving him with only his hand baggage, wondering what he should do next.

Gandhi eventually made it to Pretoria and completed the job he was hired to do, but he could not forget the indignities of that day. He wrote later, “It was winter… the cold was extremely bitter. My overcoat was in my luggage, but I did not dare to ask for it lest I should be insulted again, so I sat and shivered.” What should he do? Should he stay in South Africa and fight for his rights? Should he go back to India? His own “hardship was superficial,” he wrote. It was “only a symptom of the deep disease.” The disease of color prejudice.
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Pietermaritzburg Station





Claiming the right to sit anywhere on a bus. Claiming the right to a seat you have purchased on a train. Half a century separated these incidents, yet how unsettlingly similar they are! Martin Luther King Jr. never forgot the driver’s contempt and hatred, the feeling of being powerless. Likewise, Gandhi’s experience in Pietermaritzburg stayed with him.

The two incidents influenced the actions, the choices, the causes each man made his own. In the end, those actions shaped the history of their native countries.

The two men never met. They were born sixty years apart, in two different centuries, on two different continents. Yet the threads of their lives, as well as their hopes and dreams for the world all people share, weave together in remarkable ways. Their lives and struggles, their beliefs and principles, raise powerful questions that remain valid in our time.
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Mohandas Karamchand GANDHI
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PORBANDAR, INDIA: 1869

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi came into the world in a seaside town called Porbandar in the Kathiawar Peninsula of western India. It is a place of warm breezes. The land juts out into the Arabian Sea, its ear turned to the ocean and to the world beyond.

Once a bustling port, Porbandar was now a sleepy town on the water’s edge. Outside its borders, vast tracts of the Indian subcontinent lay under the rule of the British. Scattered in between were princely states, large and small, still ruled by Indian kings.

Some were kind rulers, others tyrannical. Some were independent in name. Most quaked at the power of the British Empire on their doorsteps. In turn, the British kept an eye on the Indian royals, to make sure that none of them gained any real strength.

The kingdom of Porbandar was too small to pose any threat to the British. It consisted of a single town, on a coastal strip less than twenty-five miles wide. Its creamy-white limestone buildings earned it the name of the “White City.”


[image: Image]
Map of British India, 1867




The British in India

The British came as traders to India—and stayed.

The East India Company had been chartered in 1600 to buy and sell spices. Over the years, the company also traded in tea, indigo, salt, silk, cotton, and other goods—among them, vast quantities of the drug opium, sold to China. Soon the company built permanent offices and took over large areas of land.

By the mid-nineteenth century, the company ran much of the country. It collected taxes. It employed an army. It was the face of the British government in India, and it ruled harshly.

In 1857, twelve years before Gandhi’s birth, a rebellion by Indian soldiers in the company army had been brutally crushed by British commanders. The company was dissolved and its powers taken over by the British government. In 1876, Queen Victoria was crowned Empress of India. This was the beginning of the British rule that came to be called “the Raj.”



The Gandhi family home, a hundred years old, with twelve rooms and three floors, stood in a narrow lane. Its thick walls kept the interior cool even in the hottest summers. In some rooms, the walls were painted with floral and geometric designs. Evening breezes blew over the rooftop, where the children played.

The women of the household ran the kitchen—chopping vegetables with great curving knife-blades, grinding millet into flour, stirring pots of lentils and rice over crackling wood-fires. They slathered rounds of flat bread with ghee made from scalded butter. The fragrance of ground spices, homemade pickles, and chutneys wafted into the central courtyard.

Mohandas lived in this house with his father, Karamchand Gandhi (“Kaba” for short), and his mother, Putliba. Putliba was Kaba Gandhi’s fourth wife. The first two had died in childbirth, and the third was childless and ill. Kaba wanted a son, so he had asked and obtained his third wife’s permission to marry Putliba. His sick third wife, however, remained living with the family until her death. The white-walled house was also home to two daughters from Kaba’s earlier marriages, Mohandas’s half sisters, and of course to Putliba and Kaba’s other children—a daughter, Raliat, and two sons, Laxmidas and Karsandas.


Kaba’s Wives

Under the law, Kaba Gandhi didn’t need his wife’s permission to marry again. Hindu men in nineteenth-century India were allowed to have more than one wife at a time.
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Mohandas’s mother, Putliba, and Mohandas’s father, Kaba Gandhi





Raliat loved the new baby. She played with Mohandas and carried him everywhere, hardly putting him down for a moment. As he grew to be a toddler, she said her little brother was “restless as mercury,” unable to “sit still even for a little while. He must be either playing or roaming about.” He was mischievous, too. When they went to the marketplace, he’d chase the neighborhood dogs and tweak their ears.

Kaba Gandhi’s father had been the diwan to the ruler of Porbandar. Kaba, who held the job of letter writer and clerk, inherited his father’s high office upon his death. As a token of the promotion, the ruler presented him with a silver inkstand and inkpot. Kaba could read and write in his native Gujarati language, although, like many Indians of the time, he knew no English.


diwan | (also dewan) noun In 19th century India, the chief minister or finance minister of a princely state



Kaba was preoccupied with his work and traveled often. When the fortunes of Porbandar’s ruler waned, he began to look for work in other local kingdoms. The new baby saw little of his father.

But the women of the house loved and indulged young Mohandas. Fondly, they called him “Monia.” They played with him and teased him. While cooking delicious vegetarian meals for the family, they took care to make special sweets for Mohandas. One of the household servants in particular, Rambha, doted on him. She became his loving nurse.

Mohandas adored his mother. She was gentle yet strong. Once, a poisonous scorpion got into the house and ran over her bare feet. Everyone panicked. Mohandas cowered. But his mother simply scooped the insect up and threw it out the window.
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Mohandas at age seven



Scorpions were not the only things Mohandas feared. Even in the embrace of a loving family, he was timid and struck by frequent terrors. He was afraid of the dark and of ghosts, evil spirits, and demons. He was sure they waited for him around every dark corner or lurked in twilight shadows. His nurse, Rambha, tried her best to bolster his courage. She told him to repeat the name of Rama, the god-prince of Hindu mythology, so good and noble that chanting his name was said to drive away all evil.

“Rama, Rama!” The boy intoned the holy name over and over. It did no good. Come nightfall, he could not shake his fear.

Yet the same excitable imagination that stoked anxiety also drew him to the faith of his mother. Most Hindu families mainly worshipped one—or at most a few—of the many gods in the Hindu tradition. Putliba worshipped them all! She took her son to numerous temples in the area. She even took him to one where the walls were inscribed with writings from both Hindu scriptures and the Muslim holy book, the Quran. A shy boy paying attention to his mother’s words and actions, Mohandas likely absorbed some of her open-minded religious views.


“The outstanding impression my mother has left on my memory is that of saintliness. She was deeply religious. She would not think of taking her meals without her daily prayers. Going to the temple was one of her daily duties. It was a Vaishnava Hindu temple, dedicated to the god Vishnu, filled with carved images, the sounds of bells, and the murmurs of ancient chants. She took vows to fast for religious holidays, and kept them meticulously. Illness was no excuse for relaxing them…. To keep two or three consecutive fasts was nothing to her. ”—M. K. Gandhi
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Rajkot, India: 1876

When Mohandas was seven, his father took a new job in the court of the city kingdom of Rajkot. He moved the family there. Rajkot was about a hundred miles inland from Porbandar. Kaba built a spacious new house in which the family settled down.

Before the move, Mohandas had attended an informal private school off and on—a dhool shala, or “school in the dust,” where he learned to write Gujarati letters on the ground with a stick, but not much more. Now he was enrolled in a local primary school with other boys—in that place and time, schools for girls did not exist.

Over the next few years, Mohandas attended two different schools, sometimes willingly and sometimes less so. Once, a bout of fever kept him home. At other times, he was absent for no good reason. In third grade, he was near the bottom of his class. Despite his spotty attendance, he got through, but of his early education, Gandhi later wrote, “My intellect must have been sluggish and my memory raw.”

As he grew older, Mohandas studied arithmetic, history, and the Gujarati language. He began to work harder. He memorized poetry. He learned to spell and to spot the rivers and towns of western India on a map. He did a little better with each passing year. But he was very shy and did not make friends easily. At the end of the school day, he would run home as fast as he could, before anyone tried to talk to him.

In 1880, Mohandas took the entrance test to nearby Kattywar High School, which admitted pupils at eleven years of age and graduated them after they had completed seven grades. In addition to other subjects, the school taught boys to read, speak, and write English, because the British Raj needed educated Indians to fill office jobs in its vast bureaucracy.

Somehow, Mohandas not only passed the test but did quite well. He was not sure what to expect in this new school. What he found surprised him. Kattywar High School expanded his world.

Of the many castes into which Hindu society is divided, the Gandhi family belonged to a community called Banias. They were part of the middle Vaisya or merchant caste in Hindu society.


The Hindu Caste System

Caste divisions have existed in India perhaps as far back as 1500 BCE. The word “caste” comes from the Portuguese casta, meaning “race” or “lineage.” Caste divisions may have been based on skin color or birth status or both.

Caste groups may have begun as occupations:


	Brahmins: priests, scholars, teachers

	Kshatriyas: kings, warriors

	Vaisyas: traders, merchants, moneylenders

	Sudras: laborers, farmers, artisans



Beyond these four castes, and seen as inferior to all others, are the untouchables (now known as Dalits), scavengers doing dirty work that no one else will do.

Castes exist even today. People of various castes speak different dialects of the same language, eat different foods, and worship differently. Traditionally, people did not marry outside their caste. Today, that is changing.

It is now illegal to discriminate against people of lower castes that have been identified by the government as needing legal protection. But social inequality related to caste still exists in India.



In his new school, for the first time, Mohandas met boys who were not of his caste or even his religion. A Muslim boy, Sheikh Mehtab, became his closest friend. Mehtab was in fact a friend of Mohandas’s brother Karsandas. The pair of them had failed their exams and been held back a grade. It wasn’t the first time this had happened, but they were now in Mohandas’s class.
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Mohandas Gandhi and Sheikh Mehtab



    During their years at Kattywar High School, Mohandas and Mehtab spent many hours together. One day, Mehtab suggested to Mohandas that he ought to try eating meat—surely he knew that he was weak and short because he didn’t! Didn’t the Gujarati poet Narmad say so? Mehtab recited a popular satirical verse to prove his point:


“Behold the mighty Englishman,

He rules the Indian small,

Because being a meat-eater,

He is five cubits tall.”



It was true that Indians chafed under British rule. Mohandas himself had seen the agonies his father faced in dealing with local British officials for his royal employer. Once, the British agent in Rajkot made Kaba put on English clothes—breeches and stockings and tight, torturous boots—in honor of a high-ranking visitor. Another time, an Englishman had made a rude remark about Kaba’s employer, the king of Rajkot. Kaba objected. The Englishman demanded an apology. When Kaba refused, he was tied to a tree and kept there for hours before being released. Could eating meat help to right these wrongs?

Mehtab said he had convinced Mohandas’s brother Karsandas to eat meat. Mohandas thought about that for a while. He himself was skinny. His older brother was starting to grow strong and muscled. Had eating meat done that? Mohandas wondered if Mehtab was strong on account of the meat he ate. Mehtab boasted he could hold live serpents in his hands. He wasn’t afraid of thieves or ghosts.

Mohandas thought about all the fears that danced in his own mind. He’d been raised strictly vegetarian, but maybe he ought to give meat a try. Maybe if everyone in India ate meat, they could chase the British away!

The two boys hid in a place far from the Gandhi house, and Mehtab cooked up some goat meat for his friend. The alien food turned Mohandas’s stomach, and the experience made him feel guilty and even more ill. That night, he had a nightmare that live goats were bleating in his stomach. He woke up with a start, feeling dizzy and nauseous. He calmed down only by telling himself that meat-eating was practically a duty, so he could defeat the British and free India.

Mehtab cooked Mohandas several meals after this. Though Mohandas got over his early revulsion, the experiment led to other problems. His mother wanted to know why he wasn’t hungry and wouldn’t eat the meals she’d cooked. He had to pretend he was sick, and he hated himself for lying. Finally, he confessed to Mehtab that he couldn’t go on eating meat on the sly. He’d have to find some other way to get the British out of India.

Mohandas and Karsandas also broke another strict parental rule—no smoking! They picked up cigarette butts thrown away by an uncle, lit them, and choked with delicious pleasure on the smoke. They stole money to buy bidis, hand-rolled Indian cigarettes. Terrified of getting caught, they smoked them behind the house.

One day, Mohandas and his brother started talking about their own lack of freedom. Life, they agreed, was unfair. Grown-ups made all the rules. They decided they had to do something. But what? They settled on a grand, tragic act. They would kill themselves! The enormity of suicide made it feel like a heroic deed.

Years later, Gandhi described the event: “But how were we to do it? From where were we to get the poison? We had heard that Dhatura seeds were an effective poison.”

Hearts pounding, the boys walked to the city’s edge. It was quite a distance. They hunted among the scrubby trees and dangling vines. At last, they spotted what they were looking for: the jimsonweed plant, called dhatura in India, with its white trumpet flowers. And there it was! They handled its prickly brown dried seedpod carefully and managed to crack it open. Despite some scratches, they harvested a few seeds.

That evening, with precious, deadly seeds in hand, they cut across the lane behind the house, taking shortcuts to bypass the main road. In ten minutes, they arrived, breathless, at the temple to the Hindu god Shiva. They added an offering of ghee to the holy lamps and bowed before the stone image of the fierce and powerful god. Considering themselves blessed, they walked to a lonely corner and swallowed a couple of seeds apiece.
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Dhatura flowers



Nothing happened. What now? What if they ate the lot and didn’t die at once? Would it be painful? More painful than living with the rules of the adults? They agreed it was better to stay alive.

Mohandas was now tortured by guilt for the things he’d done—smoking, stealing money, trying to kill himself! He longed to confess to his father but couldn’t imagine how he would even broach the topic. In the end, he wrote a note.

Kaba Gandhi was ill at the time. He was lying in his bedroom, on a plank of wood that served as a bed. Mohandas took the note to his father. He handed it to him. He waited for anger, for punishment, for some consequences for his actions.

Instead, his father sat up. Slowly, he read the note. As he did so, tears rolled down his cheeks. He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. He tore up the note and lay down again in silence.

His father’s tears were “pearl-drops of love.” They convinced Mohandas that he was forgiven, but he also knew his actions had hurt his father deeply. He couldn’t undo his misdeeds, but he vowed not to repeat them. He quit smoking.

Occupied as he was with schooling and teenage pranks, Mohandas was drawn as well to traditional stories from Hindu mythology. He read a book of his father’s about a boy whose parents were poor, aging, and blind. They asked their son to take them on a pilgrimage to forty holy places, to purify their souls before they died. Unable to afford a horse carriage, the boy made a sling out of twin baskets tied to opposite ends of a bamboo pole. He carried them on his shoulders, making the journey slowly and painfully, and yet with joy. The boy’s tragic death during the pilgrimage, and the parents’ terrible grief upon hearing it, reduced Mohandas to tears.

Another such story presented by a traveling theater group was of a noble king who gives away his kingdom, his wife, and his child, and ends up enslaved. He loses everything in order to be truthful and keep a promise he has made. After watching the play, Mohandas was so struck by the noble character of the king that he dreamed of him. In his waking hours, he replayed the scenes in his mind and struggled to understand what they meant.

Something else in his life was distracting Mohandas from his studies. At not quite thirteen, his marriage was arranged. It was common for parents in India at that time to arrange marriages between their children—sometimes when the children were still infants! Mohandas had been betrothed to two other girls before this one, but both had died. That, too, was not uncommon. In some parts of India in the nineteenth century, half of all children died before the age of five. Countless others never made it to adulthood.

At the time of his wedding, Mohandas was thirteen years old. His new bride, Kastur, was a few months older than him. Her family, from the same caste as his, also came from Porbandar, where the wedding was celebrated. Simultaneous ceremonies for Mohandas; his brother Karsandas, sixteen; and a cousin, Motilal, seventeen, saved on the rental for the space.
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Indian wedding procession, from a children’s book published in England, 1873



While the brides waited in the wedding hall, their grooms, garlanded with flowers and mounted on richly decorated mares, rode in a slow, winding procession through the streets of Porbandar. The mares stepped carefully, each led by a minder, since none of the young grooms really knew how to ride. Drummers brought up the rear, pounding the beat as pipers played sweetly yearning wedding music. Crowds joined in until the streets were overrun with revelers.

Upon his arrival, Mohandas was sprinkled with rose water and greeted with lighted oil lamps and platters of flowers by the women of his child bride’s family. His forehead was anointed with kumkum, the sacred red paste, and he was led to the wedding canopy.

Meanwhile, Mohandas’s father, held up at his employer’s royal court, was late to the triple wedding. The exact time of the ceremony had been carefully planned in consultation with astrologers. Postponement was out of the question.

Just as panic was setting in, Kaba appeared—limping and covered with bandages! Guests shrieked in alarm. Kaba explained. The royal horse-drawn coach that hurried him to the wedding had rolled over during its three-day journey. Yes, yes, he was injured, but he was here, wasn’t he? The weddings could proceed.

Mohandas had never before seen the girl he was about to marry. Now, at the start of the ceremony, he caught only a brief glimpse of Kastur through her veil. They exchanged garlands. The priests chanted marriage vows in the ancient Sanskrit language. The bride’s father placed her hand in the groom’s. The pair took seven steps around the sacred fire—their first steps taken together as husband and wife. They placed portions of sweetened wheat halwa into each other’s mouths. And just like that, they were married.
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Mohandas and Kastur would live together for sixty-two years. Later, Gandhi would write that they were “two innocent children all unwittingly hurled into the ocean of life.”
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Now Kastur Kapadia was part of the big Gandhi household in Rajkot, trying to be a good daughter-in-law. At thirteen, she had a title added to her name in honor of her status as a married woman. To everyone around her, she was now Kasturbai.

Until the wedding, the young bride had lived in her parents’ home in Porbandar. She had never been to school.

In nineteenth-century India, literacy was considered unnecessary for girls and women. Only a few royal families educated their daughters, sending them abroad to study. Like other women in her own family and her husband’s, Kasturbai could neither read nor write. To Mohandas, her illiteracy created a great gap between them.

Never mind that he himself hadn’t been the most eager of students. He wanted to “make my wife an ideal wife.” To his mind, that meant teaching her how to read and write.

To his dismay, Kasturbai did her best to duck his “lessons.” They usually took place at the end of a long day, which he spent in school and she in the kitchen with her mother-in-law and sister-in-law. Was Kasturbai worried that the Gandhi women might disapprove of this instruction with slate and chalk, alphabets and words? Might Putliba and Raliat think she was trying to be better than they were? Or was she just tired? Whatever the reason, she pushed slate and chalk and lessons aside.

Other conflicts arose in Mohandas’s yearning heart. Arranged marriages were social alliances between families and not necessarily romantic relationships. But Mohandas now fell utterly in love with his young wife. This turned him, at the age of fourteen, into a petty, jealous tyrant. One day, he announced to Kasturbai that she could not go anywhere without asking his permission. She had to tell him where she went and when, with whom, and why.

Kasturbai was outraged. Why was he making such demands? Mohandas explained that it was all about being faithful to each other. He pledged he would never look at another woman, so it was his duty to make sure that Kasturbai, in turn, remained true to him. Therefore, he had to keep track of her every movement.
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Traditional Women’s Names in Gujarat

In the region of India that is now the state of Gujarat, girls were known by their given names, sometimes with the added suffix of ben, or “sister.” When they married, the suffix changed to bai, or “wife.” When they had children, that changed to ba, which means “mother.” So Kastur became first Kasturbai and then Kasturba. Women today do not add the titles of wife and mother to their names as they once did, but it is still common in Gujarat to follow a woman’s name with the title of ben. Today, bai in Gujarat and neighboring states just means “lady.”



She couldn’t believe her ears. What did loyalty and fidelity have to do with her freedom to go where she pleased? She protested that she’d always be faithful. But she didn’t promise to obey him.

The next day, not bothering to ask Mohandas for permission, Kasturbai went to the temple with her mother-in-law. She went again the following day, and the day after that. Then she visited friends, together with her sister-in-law and other women in Mohandas’s family. Her actions made it clear that she did not appreciate the restrictions her new husband was trying to place on her.

Mohandas was incensed. Kasturbai pointed out that his mother had invited her to visit the temple and she had accepted. How could he possibly object? “Are you suggesting that I should obey you and not your mother?” she asked.

What could he say in reply? Finally, he had to admit that his attempts to be an authoritative Indian husband had failed. Mohandas realized something about his quiet new wife. She had a mind of her own. Unless he could convince her that his requests were reasonable, she would quietly ignore them. He canceled his “orders.” Life resumed more normally. It is possible that this small domestic rebellion on Kasturbai’s part was Gandhi’s very first lesson in the ways of civil disobedience.

Meanwhile, Mohandas was doing well in school. That year, he skipped a grade level, then found himself “completely at sea” in the new class. Mathematics, in particular, defied him. He even considered going back a grade. But he didn’t want to disappoint the teacher who had recommended him for this “leap promotion,” so he persevered.

The work paid off. Algebra was difficult, but geometry, he found, was “pure and simple use of one’s reasoning powers.” At the age of sixteen, to everyone’s surprise including his own, he did very well on his examinations. He ranked third in his class on one exam, sixth in the next. He scored high in mathematics and Sanskrit. English grammar and composition stumped him, but he did well enough to win a cash award from two princes of Kathiawar.

His life at home was calmer too. His young wife was expecting their first baby. Mohandas and Kasturbai were both sixteen years old.

Later that year, Mohandas’s father fell ill. His children took turns staying at his bedside in the family home. They massaged his arms and legs, trying to keep him comfortable. But when it was Mohandas’s turn, he could think only of his wife, who he now loved passionately. He longed to be with her. When an uncle offered to give him a break, Mohandas left eagerly. Only a few minutes later, a servant knocked on the door of their bedroom to inform the young couple that the patriarch of the household, Kaba Gandhi, had died.
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High School attended by Mohandas Gandhi



Years later, Gandhi remained guilty and ashamed that he had not stayed with his father until the moment of his death. Weeks after Kaba Gandhi’s death, Kasturbai lost her baby in a miscarriage. She grieved in silence. But in Mohandas’s mind, the two tragedies connected inexplicably. Ever after, he felt somehow responsible for both of these deaths.

The loss of his father jolted young Mohandas into adulthood. His older brothers worked to support the family, but neither made much money, so it was up to Mohandas. The family agreed that his schooling was the key to a good future job.

This was his final year in school. He had to sit for an important examination, the ticket to the rest of his life: the matriculation examination of Bombay University.

In 1887, at the age of eighteen, Mohandas caught a train to the city of Ahmedabad and made his way to the exam center. He was shown to his seat. He had to write forty lines in English “on the advantage of a cheerful disposition,” define words like “pleonasm” and “metaphor,” and solve difficult math equations. Chemical formulae, maps, British history—this was the hardest test he’d ever taken!


pleonasm | noun the use of more words than necessary to convey meaning (e.g. see with one’s eyes), for style or emphasis

metaphor | noun describing an object or action by naming another that is not directly related (e.g. a heart of gold)



Part of the test required Mohandas to translate a passage from English to his native Gujarati. As he read the passage, he found himself quite interested. Instead of erecting statues to Queen Victoria, the passage suggested, the Golden Jubilee of her reign should be celebrated by raising a fund “enabling India to take her place in the new industrial world.” What a good idea! His nervousness deserting him, Mohandas plunged into translation.

Passing the exam, Mohandas enrolled the following year in Samaldas College, the first college to grant degrees in Kathiawar. It was over 150 miles away from his home in Rajkot. He traveled there by camel cart and train and stayed in a rented room.

At Samaldas College, Mohandas attended five hours of lectures a day, in English, mathematics, physics, logic, and history. He was homesick and performed badly, appearing for only four exams out of seven, barely scraping by in English. As in high school, algebra defied him. He wondered what this education was worth. Where could it lead him?

In addition to schoolwork, Mohandas was reading Gujarati writers, among them the poet Narmad—the very same one whose verse had influenced him to try eating meat! Narmad saw British rule as a challenge to Indians. He urged Indians to discard their outmoded traditions and move into the modern era.

Mohandas read books by Narsing Mehta, a fifteenth-century poet whose work was now in print for the first time. One of these poems would become a beloved song, bringing peace to Gandhi’s mind in times of struggle. In it, the poet suggests that true followers of God are those who feel the suffering of others, help people who are in pain, and never let pride into their hearts. Between school and home, these voices and ideas, chiming and clashing with each other, gave Mohandas plenty to think about.

That year, 1888, Mohandas’s wife gave birth to their first son, Harilal. At eighteen, Mohandas was a father. It wasn’t until he came home for the summer holidays that he saw his three-month-old son for the first time. His life was changing so fast, it made his head spin.

More change was on the horizon. A family friend, Mavji Dave, came to visit. He suggested to Putliba that Mohandas should leave Samaldas College and go farther for an education—much farther. He should go to London, England. A degree from London would assure him a high-ranking job.

London! The family exploded with questions and objections. It was too far—there was an ocean in between! London was filled with temptations for a Hindu boy who knew nothing of the world. And what would he study?

Mohandas himself suggested medicine. It was not a serious interest; rather, he was guessing wildly, trying to find something that would be better than the slog at Samaldas.

Dave recommended another path. Hadn’t Mohandas’s late father reached the high post of diwan at the court of Porbandar? A comparable job at that very court would be a worthy goal for young Mohandas. “[T]he medical degree will not make a Diwan of you, and I want you to be Diwan, or if possible something better.” He should study law.

In London, Dave said, he could get a law degree in half the time it would take to gain a bachelor of arts at Samaldas College. Mohandas was excited by the thought of studying abroad. “I… was a coward. But that moment my cowardice vanished before the desire to go to England, which completely possessed me.”

The Gandhis’ Bania caste group buzzed with the news. Their strict religion forbade travel abroad. Crossing the ocean, the so-called “black water”—the only way to travel to London at the time—was thought to pollute the traveler. Relatives and acquaintances did their best to threaten, coax, and dissuade Mohandas. They pronounced him an outcast. This only made him determined to sail as soon as he could.

Putliba made her son swear that he would not drink wine or eat meat, that he would stay faithful to his wife. Only then did she give her consent. With his mother’s blessing, Mohandas got ready for a life-changing journey to the land of the people who ruled India. Saying good-bye to his sobbing wife and new baby, fighting back his own tears, he set off for Bombay, where ships set sail across the ocean to European ports.

He was not quite nineteen years old, and he was ready to see the world.
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The shipboard world of the SS Clyde gave Mohandas a chance to prepare for life in a strange new country. He made a few friends. He gained the courage to speak in English. It wasn’t easy. “[E]ven when I understood I could not reply. I had to frame every sentence in my mind before I could bring it out.”

At first, he hardly dared to leave his cabin. But after a few days, Mohandas grew fidgety. When he did venture out, he found himself fascinated by the world of the ship. The sailors on deck worked constantly. How skilled they were, looping and knotting great lengths of rope, checking the rigging. It was all very mysterious to him. He enjoyed the fresh air on deck. On the passenger deck, he watched European travelers playing chess, cards, and draughts (the British form of checkers). He worked up the courage to plink the keys of the shipboard piano, an instrument he had never seen in his life.

Gandhi marveled as the ship entered the mouth of the Suez Canal. Snaking through the desert, a feat of engineering connecting Asia to Europe, the Red Sea to the Mediterranean, the waterway had been completed the very year he’d been born.

When the SS Clyde anchored in the city of Aden (in the present-day country of Yemen) and Gandhi went ashore for a quick tour, he found that “the currency was English. Indian money is quite useless here.” He had indeed left his homeland.

Brindisi, on the heel of Italy’s boot; Malta, in the Mediterranean Sea; and Gibraltar, on Spain’s southern coast. Finally, the SS Clyde sailed into the chilly fog of the south of England. And here was London, at last, the imperial capital itself! It had factories that made furniture and leather, rubber goods, cork, and paper. Printshops churned out newspapers and books. Tailors and drapers and milliners crafted clothes and linens and hats for the wealthy. It was a city of six million people, its streets crammed with horse carriages and milling crowds, its air smoky from the soot of chimneys.

Gandhi and two shipmates took a train from the port to a hotel they had heard about on board ship. They were dazzled by the Victoria Hotel’s massive stone façade and its electric lights.

The hotel manager ushered his guests through a set of doors. Gandhi wrote later, “The doors were opened and I thought that was a room in which we were to sit for some time.” To his astonishment, with some creaking and grinding, the “room” began to move, and “to my great surprise we were brought to the second floor.” He had just ridden in an elevator, which the English called a “lift.”

London was a living textbook for young Gandhi. He learned lessons in English manners from an Indian friend: “[N]ever address people [as] ‘sir’ whilst speaking to them as we do in India; only servants and subordinates address their masters that way.” He read English newspapers from cover to cover and was surprised to find a whole range of opinions in them, for and against the government. His English improved.

Many of the people he met, both English and Indian, tried to talk him into eating meat and drinking wine. It was the only way to survive in such a cold place, they told him. At first, he felt embarrassed at the attention, but he argued back and kept his promises to his mother—no meat, no alcohol. The porridge and boiled vegetables tasted unbearably bland, and he missed the rich flavors of his homeland.

As much as the city and its people were teaching him, there was more important learning to be done. He was here to study the law. Gandhi registered at the Inner Temple, a professional organization for lawyers in training. The place was awe-inspiring, and it tested his newfound confidence. He walked in hushed silence through its great inner courtyard. Parts of these august buildings were forbidden to him, a lowly student. But for a young man fresh from India, the courtyard offered a refuge from the bustle and dirt of the city, and the larger-than-life statues of knights in armor were stories in stone from England’s past.

As in India, England’s colleges and professions were filled with men. Women were not eligible to become lawyers, so the Inner Temple had no female members.

The Inner Temple had strict rules. To be admitted to the legal profession, to “the Bar,” Gandhi was required to do more than study. He had to “keep terms.” This meant attending six out of twenty-four dinners each year in the great dining hall—as Gandhi put it, “eating one’s terms.” At meals, he had to mingle with other young lawyers in training and with senior members.

A porter announced each formal meal by blowing a horn. Members and students, dressed in their legal gowns, filed into the dining hall. Everyone stood in silence until the highest-ranking lawyers took their seats at the high table. Members sat in assigned seats on lower benches. Students sat down to eat in the lowest seats of all.
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Inner Temple




[image: Image]
Admission book, Inner Temple. Gandhi started writing on the wrong line and had to strike out his first attempt. His signature is second from the bottom, with the false start above it.



When the food arrived, most of it was meat. Gandhi ate only boiled potatoes, cabbage, and bread. He noticed platters of fresh produce being served to those sitting at the upper tables. After a while, he and a fellow vegetarian plucked up the nerve to ask for some of the grander fare. Speaking up worked. “[W]e began to get fruits and… vegetables.” Since Mohandas did not want his wine, his table companions got to drink it for him, which kept everyone happy.
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Gandhi as a law student in London



Gandhi did find a vegetarian restaurant in London, and he found himself welcomed by the Vegetarian Society of London. The English people he’d known so far had been authority figures, both in India and in the legal training grounds of London. Here, at last, he made English friends. Vegetarianism became the first of many causes that came to matter to him.

His new friends held firm values. Live simply, they told him. Don’t spend on luxuries. These values echoed those of home—other than the women’s jewelry, mostly now pawned to finance Mohandas’s education, the Gandhi family owned few expensive possessions. When he first arrived in England, Gandhi had taken care to dress well, in order to fit in and make a good impression. He brushed and ironed his coat. He made sure his shirt collars were starched and his shoes polished. He even begged his brother to send him a gold watch chain for his pocket watch.

Now, sorry for his own careless extravagance, he cut corners. He gave up starching his laundry. He shaved himself instead of going to a barber. He stopped buying newspapers and instead began reading them at the public library.

His new friends wanted to talk about religion. They begged him to explain the Bhagavad Gita, a sacred text of his own Hindu faith. Surprised at their interest—the English people he’d met in India generally thought little of Indian religions—Gandhi was also ashamed to admit that he had never read it. He decided to make up for that at once. He began to read an English translation, keeping up, chapter by chapter, with his friends as they met to discuss the text.
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With members of the Vegetarian Society in London, 1890



The Bhagavad Gita impressed Gandhi deeply. Many of its verses rang true to him. “Let right deeds be thy motive,” he read. Seek “the truth of truths” and “live in action,” with “noble purpose.” Later in his life, Gandhi would read the Gita every day, seeking in it answers to questions large and small.

He also determined to read the Christian Bible. The Old Testament was tough going. Some chapters put him to sleep. He plodded through them anyway. But the New Testament thrilled him, “especially the Sermon on the Mount which went straight to my heart.” The message of Jesus Christ moved him to tears. He began to think about what it meant to turn the other cheek, to face greed with generosity and evil with love. He began to think that love, perhaps, had the power to transform the world.

When he was not reading or meeting new people, Gandhi took long walks through the city. Once, he calculated that he walked an average of eight miles a day.

He was also studying for the bar examinations.

The exams were said to be easy, but Gandhi ended up making them difficult for himself. He read every single recommended text. He also decided to study Roman law in the Latin language! He had picked up a smattering of it while studying for the Bombay matriculation exam. As a boy, he had not cared for school lessons. Now he set to work eagerly, trying to find the “noble purpose” of his life.


BAR EXAMINATION A BAR EXAMINATION IS A TEST TO DETERMINE IF A PERSON IS QUALIFIED TO PRACTICE LAW. GANDHI HAD TO TAKE TWO OF THEM, ONE IN ROMAN LAW AND ONE IN BRITISH COMMON LAW.



The studying paid off. He sat for the exams and passed both, standing 6th out of 46 in the first and 34th out of 109 in the second.

His confidence was increasing, yet Gandhi remained shy. He hated speaking in public. But he discovered another way to employ words: in writing. The editor of the Vegetarian Society’s newsletter asked Gandhi to write an article for the publication.

Gandhi wrote not one article, but six. He pondered over the task, choosing his words with care. How could he best inform an English audience about India’s customs and people? He dipped his nib pen in ink and wrote. Many people in England believed “all Indians are born vegetarians.” On the contrary, Gandhi wrote, “some are so voluntarily and others compulsorily… there are thousands who live on bread and salt, a heavily taxed article.” How, he asked, could they afford meat even if they wanted it? He circled around to the idea that meat was a food obtained violently, by the killing of an animal. He argued that one could grow strong on a vegetarian diet.
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