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The man we remember simply as Gandhi was born Mohandas Gandhi in India in 1869. From an early age he was made keenly aware of the rigid Hindu caste system of his country and was heavily influenced by his mother’s ability to fast as a way to control her urges. Mohandas was married at the age of thirteen and continued his education, though he struggled as a student. He also struggled to find himself and to keep his moral center intact. At college in London, and then later at work in South Africa and India, Gandhi was appalled at the abject poverty he discovered and by the widespread denial of civil liberties and political rights he encountered. He ultimately dedicated his life to the struggle for fundamental human rights for all Indians.


Read all about the fascinating early years and eventual accomplishments of this inspiring leader.
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Dear Reader:


The Childhood of World Figures books, a companion series to our acclaimed Childhood of Famous Americans series, chronicle the early years of famous men and women from around the world in an accessible manner. Each book is faithful in spirit to the values and experiences that influenced the persons development. History is fleshed out with fictionalized details, and conversations have been added to make the stories come alive for today’ds reader, but every reasonable effort has been made to make the stories consistent with the events, ethics, and character of their subjects.


These books reaffirm the importance of world history and the contributions that have been made by people from across the globe. We hope you enjoy reading about the heroes and heroines who helped shape our world.


Happy Reading!


The Editors
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This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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CHAPTER 1
SACRED COWS, SACRED SNAKES



“Ba,” Mohandas Gandhi asked his mother, “may I come to the market with you?”


“Don’t you want to play with your big brothers instead?” Putlibai Gandhi asked.


Mohan pictured the neighborhood bullies. “Big ears!” they teased him in the streets. “Midget!” “Baby!” He shuddered. Mohan knew that his ears stood out. He knew he was small compared with other-six-year-olds. And he was the youngest child in the family. But his father was the dewan, the prime minister of Porbandar, India! That should count for something, Mohan thought. He stood taller.


“Very well.” Putlibai pulled a length of her sari over her smoothly combed hair. “Quiet as you are, you’ll be no trouble. The driver is waiting.”


Mohan and Ba stepped into the blinding sunshine in the courtyard. The barefoot driver bowed to Putlibai and then to Mohan and stepped between the rickshaw’s two long handles. The Gandhis squeezed in together on the rickshaw seat. Then they leaned back as the driver picked up his handles. As he pulled them through the high gate of the family compound, the noise and confusion of the town filled Mohan’s senses.


He sat tall, breathing in the tropical scent blowing off the Arabian Sea nearby and the rich smells of spicy cooking and rotting garbage from the street. Men and women thronged the dusty road, their great shirts and flowing saris a shifting rainbow of color; their chatter a mix of Bengali and Hindi languages. Other rich people in rickshaws whisked past, weaving between the people. Soon the Gandhi family driver was sprinting too. Mohan twisted in his seat to stare as a rickshaw passed carrying an English man. He sat stiff in his strange jacket and top hat.


Suddenly the rickshaw stopped. Mohan tumbled out of his seat onto the road. He stared up at the old cow that had tottered in front of them. She froze in place while traffic swerved around her. “Sorry, so sorry!” the driver was saying to the cow, and, “Sorry, Mrs. Gandhi.”


“Take your time, dear old one,” Putlibai called to the cow. “The Lord Vishnu is with you.” The animal turned bleary eyes in Mrs. Gandhi’s direction.


Mohan rubbed a scraped elbow. “Ba, you care more about the cow than you do about me!”


Patina’s lips pressed together. “I revere all living things.” She pointed to the cow. “You help her,” she said, “for dear Vishnu.” Mohan looked at his mother for a moment, then at the cow. Her bony shoulder stood higher than his head, and flies swarmed around her eyes. “Help her off the road.” Mrs. Gandhi prompted.


Mohan took a breath and waved the flies from the old cow’s face. Big as she was, the cow flinched. “Easy, old girl,” Mohan said. He did not know how to move a cow. He picked up a twig to swat her.


“Think ahisma, Mohan,” Ba scolded. “The ancient Hindu teaching. Ahisma: Nonviolence in all things.”


A holy man wrapped in a yellow-gold cloak picked his way across the street and stood on the other side of the cow. “Put your hands on her,” he suggested. He rested one hand on the cow’s hip and another on her head. “Feel what it is like to be this cow.”


Mohan tentatively patted the cow’s shoulder. It was hot and firm, the fur smooth. The cow’s sweet breath felt warm against his skin, and her eyelashes fluttered nervously. “Come, cow,” he said, rubbing her shoulder. She took a step, and the holy man smiled at Mohan across her back. Mohan touched the cow’s broad cheek to guide her toward the edge of the road.


Finally the cow shuffled out of their way. As Mohan settled back into his seat, Ba patted his knee and smiled. The driver picked up the handles again and it seemed only moments before they had reached the market. “Cloth and coriander spice,” Mrs. Gandhi said, stepping out. “Help me remember, Mohan, potatoes and chickpeas and perhaps a new bangle bracelet, too.”


He stared at stalls where they actually sold meat. Chickens clucked from small cages, dead ducks hung upside down, and the turbaned butcher hacked a bloody chunk off the skinned leg of a sheep. “Come, Mohan,” Ba scolded. “That is not for us.”


“Who can eat that?” Mohan asked, his stomach churning.


“Muslims. They do not believe in the holiness of every animal, as we do.” She turned to a woman who had bought meat. “Good morning,” Putlibai said to the Muslim woman. Mohan watched them chat together about the weather.


Mohan imagined the woman putting a piece of animal in her mouth. She would chew it. Then she would swallow. He shuddered. “Mohan!” Putlibai’s sharp voice broke through his thoughts. “Where are your manners?”


Mohan bowed and touched his head to the Muslim woman’s feet. “I am honored to meet you,” he said.


“And here is Mrs. Smythe,” Putlibai said. Again, Mohan bowed his respect to an adult—but to an English woman whose feet were covered in shoes made from cow skin. He glanced at his mother to see if she knew about the leather shoes. She was smiling at him proudly. Mohan stood tall. He was proud that his mother had such varied and important friends.


“Will the rains be early again this year, do you think?” Putlibai was saying as the trio of women moved down the dusty street together. “I can’t wait for monsoon season to arrive.” They stopped by a vegetable-farmer’s stall and began bargaining over the price of chickpeas and potatoes.


Finally, the bargaining seemed to be over. “For the boy,” the farmer said, wrapping a juicy slice of papaya in a banana leaf. He handed it to Mohandas. “Save it for your noon meal.” Mohan’s mouth watered at the thought of chewing the sweet, juicy fruit. His stomach grumbled. He wanted to hurry home where he could wash and say grace at the table and eat this treat.


The women weren’t done talking, though. Now they were discussing where to find the finest cloth imported from England.


Mohan listened a few moments. Soon he began staring at a street sweeper. The old man dodged back and forth between carts and shoppers, his back bowed with age and the weight of stinking garbage in his pail. With his trowel, he scooped cow and donkey droppings off the dirt road, rotting scraps from the food stalls, and litter too slimy to identify. Mohan held his breath as the man neared him. The street sweeper set his bucket down and stopped a moment to stretch his back.


Mohan glanced at his mother. She was still talking with a Muslim and an English woman. Ba wanted to be like her. “Good morning, sir.” He stepped toward the street sweeper. “Do you think the rains will be early this year?”


The man stared for a moment, open-mouthed, then turned and scurried away. “Mohan!” Ba’s furious voice cut through the noise of the crowd. “Get away from him!”


Suddenly Putlibai was dragging him back toward the rickshaw. “How could you do that?” she scolded. “He didn’t touch you, did he?” Mohan watched his mother shudder with disgust. “That man is an Untouchable! Did his breath cross your skin? Did his shadow fall on you? Hurry, we’ll get you home for a bath. How could you?”


As their driver began sprinting toward home, Mohan rubbed his arm where his mother’s fingers had dug in. “Do you understand what happened?” Ba asked, her voice calmer. “You look so wise sometimes, I forget how young you are. You were born on October 2, 1869. . . . It is 1875, so you are only”—she paused—“a baby.”


“Why is that man Untouchable?” Mohan asked, trying to sound old.


Beside him his mother shifted. “Untouchables are people who have the dirtiest jobs—jobs that have to be done—jobs no one else would want to do. They sweep streets, handle dead bodies, clean toilets, and worse. They live in filth and hunger.”


“Are there Untouchable children?” Mohan asked.


“Of course,” Ba said. “When a woman from the Untouchable caste has a child, it must do its god-given job too. We all must do our dharma, our duty.” She looked at Mohan’s face and smiled. “It isn’t hopeless, little one. If an Untouchable lives a holy life and performs his duties carefully until he dies, his soul could return to live again in a higher caste.”


Mohan thought for a few moments. “Does it work the other way? If I don’t do what I am supposed to, could I come back as an Untouchable?”


“Yes,” Ba said. “Or a cow, a snake, or even a dog. But that is why you will do your dharma, Mohan. You will follow the Hindu rules for living, get an education, have children, and support us when we get old. And that is why we teach you how to collect good karma. You gather karma from what you do. Just this morning, you gathered good karma by obeying me, by helping a cow sacred to Vishnu, and by being polite to your elders. That goodness will come back to you sometime in this life, or in your next one.”


“What happened when I spoke to an Untouchable?”


Putibai’s mouth tightened. “Bad karma,” she said, her voice dark.


Mohan remembered the smell of the street sweeper’s bucket. “How can I get rid of it?”


“You must balance it by doing great good,” Ba said. “Stop!” she called to the driver. “Mohan, quick. There is a holy man.” Mohan followed her glance to a naked man padding down the street. His body was smeared with mud, and mud caked his straggly hair.


Mohan stared. He had been told that these wanderers had given up their homes and families as well as their clothes. They walked from shrine to shrine throughout India, praying night and day. They ate only what was given to them. Mohan looked down at the banana leaf package in his hands and glanced at Ba. Then he jumped out of the rickshaw and handed the holy man his treat.


Mohan darted back to the rickshaw. “He didn’t give me a blessing,” he told his mother. “He didn’t even say thank you.”


“Perhaps he gave up speech, too. That way his mind can concentrate on prayer,” Ba said as the rickshaw rolled on toward home. “He must be very holy.”


At home, Ba urged Mohan to hurry inside and take his clothes off. “You will wash,” she said, “vigorously. Then stop at our shrine to light a candle to Vishnu before you come to the table.”


Mohan scurried over to the men’s side of the great Gandhi house. His five uncles and boy cousins, his brothers, and the families’ male servants lived there. Mohan didn’t stop to talk with anyone. He washed and dressed again in a loose cotton shirt and trousers. Then Mohandas chose a scented twig to scrub his teeth and gums, and rinsed his mouth the number of times required by Hindu practice. Sometimes this ceremony seemed to take forever, but now it made his mouth—and his head—feel right again.


He crossed into the common side of the house, used by men and women, and stepped into the household shrine. Ba was there, her head bowed. Incense filled the air. The statue of Vishnu sat on its shelf, as alive and powerful-looking as the god himself. Pictures of Vishnu in his other forms circled the altar: as a baby, as a lover, as a warrior—all beautiful, all holy. The other gods and goddesses—the sword-carrying Kali, jolly Ganesha, playful Krishna, dancing Shiva—they too, had their place. Mohan stepped forward to light a candle and wave it before the display. Its flame made the gilded pictures sparkle with power.


When Mohan closed his eyes and bowed before the altar, he could still see the sparkles before his eyes.


Railit, Mohandas’s ten-year-old sister, stepped quietly behind them. “We can eat,” she said. In the front hall, Mohan’s father was just saying good-bye to his clients. “Namaste,” he repeated, bowing his head over folded hands as each left. “Namaste. From the God within me to the God within you.”


The guests bowed low. “Namaste, Bapu,” Mohan said carefully. Sometimes his father was kindly, sometimes impatient. Mohan grinned as Kaba Gandhi laughed with joy.


“My boy!” he said. “The flower of my old age.”


Mohan looked at his father quickly. Yes, Kaba Gandhi’s hair was gray at the temples, and his great bristly mustache had gray hairs. His face was far more wrinkled than Ba’s too. “Are you old, Bapu?”


Kaba laughed again as they walked into the dining room. “Not with you to keep things lively here,” he said, and patted Mohan’s head. “And with a beautiful, saintly wife like Putlibai—my fourth—I might just live forever.”


Ba motioned for everyone to sit on the floor around bowls fragrant with curry and heaped with rice. The Gandhi brothers, eight-year-old Karsandas and twelve-year-old Lakshmidas folded easily into their places. For the first time Mohan noticed that Kaba sighed as he settled to the floor.


After Kaba said a thank-you to Mother Earth for sharing her bounty with them, one of the servants put food on the banana leaf in front of each family member. Mohan leaned on his left hand—the one saved for dirty uses—and scooped up food with his right hand.
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