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To Mary

“ . . . Which can say more
Than this rich praise, that you alone are you?”


Generations to come, it may be, will scarce believe that such a one as this ever in flesh and blood walked upon this earth.

—EINSTEIN on Gandhi.

Mahatma Gandhi will go down in history on a par with Buddha and Jesus Christ.

—VISCOUNT LOUIS MOUNTBATTEN, THE LAST BRITISH VICEROY OF INDIA.

We did not conquer India for the benefit of the Indians. We conquered India as the outlet for the goods of Great Britain. We conquered India by the sword, and by the sword we should hold it.

—LORD BRENTFORD, 1930.



Introduction


“Generations to come, it may be,” Einstein once wrote of Gandhi, in words which stand at the head of this book, “will scarce believe that such a one as this ever in flesh and blood walked upon this earth.”

I watched this man, a saintly, Christlike figure, walk upon this earth, in flesh and blood, at a moment when he had launched his great civil-disobedience movement that began to undermine the British hold on India and that, in the end, freed his country from two and a half centuries of British rule. It was one of the great accomplishments of history and for him a personal triumph such as our world has seldom seen.

But there were, in a deeper sense, even greater triumphs for this unique man who was unlike any great individual of our time, and perhaps of any time. He liberated India from a foreign yoke, but he also liberated the whole world from some of its encrusted prejudices and foolish ways of life. He was one of history’s great teachers, not only by the example of his life but by what he preached and practiced. As such, he was, as Viscount Louis Mountbatten, the last British Viceroy of India, said of him on his martyred death, akin to Buddha and to Christ.

In a harsh, cynical, violent and materialist world he taught and showed that love and truth and non-violence, ideas and ideals, could be of tremendous force—greater sometimes than guns and bombs and bayonets—in achieving a little justice, decency, peace and freedom for the vast masses of suffering, downtrodden men and women who eke out an existence on this inhospitable planet.

Albert Szent-Györgyi, a Nobel laureate in medicine, took note of this in a jolting book, The Crazy Ape:

Between the two world wars, at the heyday of Colonialism, force reigned supreme. It had a suggestive power, and it was natural for the weaker to lie down before the stronger.

Then came Gandhi, chasing out of his country, almost single-handed, the greatest military power on earth. He taught the world that there are higher things than force, higher even than life itself; he proved that force had lost its suggestive power.

Gandhi, being a human being, was far from perfect, and was the first to admit it, publicly. Like all the great achievers in history, he was a man of many paradoxes and contradictions. He had his fads, peculiarities and prejudices, and some of them, when I observed them or listened to him explain and defend them, struck me as outlandish. I have not hesitated in this memoir, despite my immense admiration for him that at times bordered on adoration, to point them out.

Like other men, he quarreled with his wife, whom he had married when both were thirteen, and he was for a time a trial to her—we have his own word for it. I saw quite a bit of her in my time in India and liked and admired her. She was illiterate, lost in the world her dynamic husband was shaking, but she had her strengths.

The Mahatma was genuinely the humblest of men (though he was not unaware of his greatness), but I have seen him behave stubbornly and dictatorially to his co-workers, making what I felt were outrageous demands on some of them, as when he insisted that even those who were married, and happily, observe the celibacy he had imposed on himself in his late thirties after many years of what he called a lustful relationship with his own wife. But even after that act of self-discipline he could be, as Jawaharlal Nehru, his chief disciple and his successor, observed with puzzlement, obsessed with sex. In the evening of his long life, at the very moment of his crowning political triumph, though a dark one in his personal life, Gandhi shocked and offended many by his inexplicable practices with beautiful young Hindu women, which seemed to those who knew and loved and worshipped him contrary to all he had stood for and preached.

But against these human frailties there stood out the man of infinite goodness, a seeker all his life of Truth, which he equated with God, a pilgrim who believed that love was the greatest gift of man and that love and understanding and tolerance and compassion and non-violence, if they were only practiced, would liberate mankind from much of the burden, oppression and evil of life.

This was not to be, in his own country or in any other, and probably, given the cussedness of the human race, it will never be. But Gandhi gave his life and his genius to try to make it so, or at least more so than it had ever been—he was too wise to have many illusions but his hope was boundless.

To observe at first hand that mighty effort, to rub up against, if ever so briefly, the towering greatness, the goodness, the high spirits and humor, the humility, the subtlety of mind, the integrity and purity of purpose, and that indefinable thing, the genius, of this man was the greatest stroke of fortune that ever befell me.

I have tried in these pages to give a feeling of what it was like, and to indicate its impact on me, an ignorant young American foreign correspondent at the time. The mark it left on me has lasted to this day, through the subsequent half century of my life and work, helping me to bear the ups and downs of existence, to survive the strains of all the brutal man-made upheavals and the barbarism and the hypocrisy we have lived through in our time, and providing a certain light that helped to guide me toward an understanding, however incomplete, of the meaning of our brief sojourn on this perplexing planet.

The Indian revolution, like its leader, also was unique, the first non-violent revolution, I believe, in history, or at least the first that succeeded. It was Gandhi’s genius that made it, led it, and saw it through, after incredible setbacks, to its moment of triumph. He never doubted its end nor, as he often insisted to me in some of the darkest moments, that it would come while he still lived. It was a difficult revolution to understand, even for Indians and especially for one like me who came to India loaded down with all the foolish prejudices and myths of the West, which had been dominated so long by force and violence. (So astute a statesman as Winston Churchill never faintly grasped it.) But I did my best to try to understand it, and perhaps a little light on it emerges from this memoir of the man who made it and won it, and who left so indelible an imprint on this world.
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Mahatma Gandhi was out of jail again, and as soon as my ship docked at Bombay that February of 1931 I caught the Frontier Mail up to Delhi to see him.

There were reports that his negotiations with the Viceroy to call off the massive civil-disobedience movement in return for a British promise to begin serious talks about self-rule for India were breaking down. I was anxious to meet him before the British put him once more behind bars.

All through my first tour of duty in India during the hot, sultry summer, the autumn and early winter of 1930 the year before, Gandhi had been in Yeravda prison, held incommunicado, and I had been unable to see him. It had been a frustrating assignment. With his arrest and that of all the other leaders of the Indian National Congress, and of tens of thousands of his most active followers throughout the country, the momentum of his latest rebellion against British rule, which he had launched that spring, had slackened.

I had arrived in time to see some of it. Even with the prisons full to bursting there were still followers of his who gathered in the great cities to peacefully picket and demonstrate. I had watched them, men and women by the thousands, squatting on the pavement in Bombay, Calcutta, Delhi, Lahore and other places waiting for the inevitable lathi charge of British-led police or troops when they refused to disperse, and had seen them savagely beaten and then carted off to jail. It was a sickening sight, but I had marveled at their magnificent discipline of non-violence, which the genius of Gandhi had taught them. They had not struck back; they had not even defended themselves except to try to shield their faces and heads from the lathi blows.

At Peshawar, whose Moslems had not been converted to Gandhi’s non-violence, the resistance had been different. Guns had gone off—on both sides. At one point, shortly before my arrival there, the wild Afridi and Pathan tribesmen had forcibly occupied most of this capital of the North-West Frontier and sprayed bullets into the British cantonment just outside the city. The front wall of my room in the rest house there was pockmarked with bullet holes.

But by early winter the British seemed to have just about put down the rebellion by force, though their ruthlessness, even toward the women agitators, thousands of whom had been brutally beaten and jailed, had left India seething with resentment from one end to the other. You could feel the tension in the fetid air of the bazaars, on the aroused campuses of the universities, in the stinking tenements of Bombay and Calcutta, in the littered streets everywhere, and wherever else Indians congregated.

What would Gandhi do now? I wondered. I needed to talk to him. Not only to learn something of how he would shape the tactics and the strategy of his strange revolution from now on, but also because he was, of all the world figures, the one I most wanted to get to know.

For years, ever since I had read of his first imprisonment in India in 1922 and had been overwhelmed by the eloquence of his words in his own defense at that famous trial, and then more recently read his autobiography and followed as best I could in the Western press his efforts to free India, I had had a feeling that perhaps he was the greatest living man on our planet.

Our time had never seen anyone like him: a charismatic leader who had aroused a whole continent and indeed the consciousness of the world; a shrewd, tough politician, but also a deeply religious man, a Christlike figure in a homespun loincloth, who lived humbly in poverty, practiced what he preached and who was regarded by tens of millions of his people as a saint. They had insisted, despite his protests, on calling him Mahatma, which meant Great Soul. They had got from him something so baffling to the Western mind and temperament—darshan, a sort of collective glow of suprapersonal happiness and assurance that comes from being in the presence of a manifestation of their collective consciousness. Gandhi had not liked that either. “ . . . . I was the victim of their craze for darshan,” he said. “ . . . the darshanvalas’ blind love has often made me angry, and more often sore at heart.”* It also, he complained, impeded his work.

For ten years he had been leading the strangest revolution the world had ever seen. He had been trying to drive the British out of India and win independence for his country by a highly organized and disciplined campaign of non-violent civil disobedience. To British guns, bayonets and lathi sticks, he was opposing peaceful, unarmed, passive resistance. It was not the way we in the late 1770’s had begun to drive the British out and win our own national freedom. We had opposed British violence with violence, used our guns against theirs, and it had worked.

I had not understood at first how you could wage a revolution any other way. What Gandhi was trying to do had not made much sense in the West, where violence was second nature to us and had dominated most of our history. He had tried at the outset to explain it—to his own people and to the world. “The British,” he said, “want us to put the struggle on the plane of machine guns where they have the weapons and we do not. Our only assurance of beating them is putting the struggle on a plane where we have the weapons and they have not.” His logic was impeccable. This was the only strategy left to the unarmed Indians, but in the beginning, few in India or abroad understood this.

It was against that background that I had flown out to India from Vienna in August of 1930 to report for the Chicago Tribune on Gandhi’s peculiar revolution. In the spring that year, by a symbolic act whose significance I myself did not grasp, a march through the stifling heat to the sea with a little band of followers to make illegal salt, Gandhi had aroused the Indian people from the lethargy into which they had long sunk after nearly three centuries of British rule, if you counted the incredible period when they were governed for two hundred years not by a foreign country but by a bizarre band of traders greedy for profit, the honorable members and agents of the East India Company. These hustlers had first come out from England early in the seventeenth century, found the pickings beyond their fondest dreams, and, by hook and by crook and by armed might, had stolen the country from the Indians.

It was the only instance in history, I believe, of a private commercial enterprise taking over a vast, heavily populated subcontinent, ruling it with an iron hand and exploiting it for private profit. Probably only the British, with their odd assortment of talents, their great entrepreneurial drive, their ingrained feeling of racial superiority, of which Rudyard Kipling would sing so shrilly, their guile in dividing the natives and turning them against one another, and their ruthlessness in putting down all who threatened their rule and their profits, could have done it, and got away with it for so long.

Perhaps only the Indians, divided as they were after the decay of the Mogul Empire into dozens of quarreling, warring states, great and small, could have succumbed so easily and so quickly to the aggression of a handful of determined merchants, backed by a small band of British troops in the service of the Company, and remained so long in abject subjection. As Radhakrishnan, the great Hindu philosopher, put it in our own time: “The day India lost her freedom a great curse fell on her and she became petrified.”

Occasionally the Indians had risen in armed revolt against their white conquerors and there was savagery on both sides. “As early indeed as 1764,” the Encyclopaedia Britannica ventures to inform us in a section on the history of India written with a typical British bias, “it had been necessary to quell mutiny by the usual oriental {sic} punishment of blowing away the offenders from the guns, when 30 sepoys were so disposed of’—a spectacle I myself would witness in Kabul, where the Afghan executioners, about to dispatch a wretched rebel from the mouth of a cannon, would explain that there was nothing “oriental” about it; they had learned the trick, they said, from the British during the Afghan wars.

Every British schoolboy knew the story of the Black Hole of Calcutta and believed it to be an example of Indian cruelty, though the Indians saw it somewhat differently. In 1756 an Indian nawab had captured the English trading settlement of Calcutta, imprisoning 146 Englishmen in their own military prison, which measured eighteen by fifteen feet. The heat was sweltering and the next day only 23 prisoners emerged alive; the rest had suffocated. How many Indian prisoners had died previously in that hole is not known. By this time the English were writing the history of India.

There had to be a turning point. In the changing world of the mid-nineteenth century the rule by a trading company of a continent of a quarter of a billion people, possessed as they were of a rich culture much older than that of their conquerors, and deeply influenced by two great religions, Hinduism and Mohammedanism, was an anachronism. It could not last much longer.

The explosion that did away with it came in 1857 when the sepoys of the Bengal Native Army, commanded by British officers, revolted and set off a rebellion that spread through most of northern and central India. The slaughter on both sides in the suffocating heat of an Indian summer was terrible; no quarter was given. In the end the Company’s British troops put it down.

But it was a close thing. There were moments that long, hot summer during a score of crucial battles when it seemed that the East India Company, with all its British officials, officers and troops, would be thrown out of the country and India restored to the Indians. In London the government concluded that a trading company was no longer fit to rule over so vast a territory with such a large slice of the human race. On August 12, 1858, the thirty-nine-year-old Queen Victoria signed an Act transferring the Indian subcontinent from the hands of the Company to the Royal Crown. Some 258 years had passed since another English queen, Elizabeth, had granted on December 31, 1599, a charter to the East India Company to open up trade with the East Indies. At that time the British had been mainly concerned with breaking the Dutch monopoly on pepper and other spices from the Indies and reducing the price—from such a trivial matter had come the conquest of a rich continent. The span of two and a half centuries of the Company’s occupation, rule and exploitation of India constitutes one of the oddest chapters in history. For the Indians it was, as Radhakrishnan said, a curse, though the British, with that insensitivity common to all imperialists, never seemed to be aware of this.

Queen Victoria was crowned Empress of India, which became a British colony, the jewel of the Empire, its largest, most populous, most profitable imperial holding.

There now began for India another episode in its experience of British domination, the Victorian era, celebrated by the Indianborn jingoistic poet and storyteller Rudyard Kipling, from whom the West, principally England but also to a large extent America, got its British-biased, colorful but superficial view of India. To Kipling and to his immense following, the English were the Master Race, destined to rule over the “lesser breeds.” The governing of hundreds of millions of Indians, Kipling was sure, had been “placed by the inscrutable design of providence upon the shoulders of the British race.” And though Kipling knew India well, he, like his fellow countrymen who spent their lives in the service of the Crown there, seemed to be unaware that the “lesser breeds” were still living in a civilization not only more ancient but in many ways much richer and maturer than his own. There is no hint in his prolific writings of the deep Hindu religious and philosophical consciousness that had knit the vast majority of Indians together for more than two millenniums through all the foreign conquests and preserved one of the great heritages of the human race.

Still, as Radhakrishnan had said, and as Gandhi would reiterate to me after I came to know him, British rule, especially beginning with the Victorian era when the Empire reached its zenith, left India petrified, its people without hope that they would ever regain their freedom. In my first few months in India many of the older generation had given me an inkling of the despair they had felt as they began to grow up under the British yoke. Some, like Gandhi, had gone to England for their university and professional education, learned English and English ways and conceptions, absorbed the Englishman’s passion for political freedom, and returned to their native land only to be considered by the English little better than outcasts, made aware constantly of their inferior status by the white sahibs.

Indeed they told me that around the turn of the century, when the British had consolidated their hold on the country, built roads, railroads and telegraph lines to knit the huge country together, and make it more profitable and easier to govern, the imperial mastery of the subcontinent had seemed so complete that they reluctantly were forced to conclude that the white foreigner would rule them forever. He would milk them to the last rupee and emasculate them as human beings by depriving them of any say in the way their country was run, or even in the way their own lives could develop.

So far as I could see, the Englishmen who governed India were completely insensate to the fact that they were masters in someone else’s country, were unwanted and unloved there, and that their very presence, their arbitrary rule, their condescending attitude toward an ancient and highly civilized people whom they regarded as racially, socially, culturally and even intellectually inferior and not fit to govern themselves, was a constant humiliation to the Indian people.

The necessity for an Indian to bow and scrape to the white sahib if he wanted to get ahead, or even to decently survive, was a ceaseless mortification. The activities of the legion of Christian missionaries was another. I did not realize until I got to India the depth of the resentment of Hindus and Moslems to the zealous endeavors of these good people to convert the “heathen” to Christ. Even Gandhi, the most tolerant of men toward all religions and who often would tell me of how much he had found in the New Testament that was uplifting (he took a grim view of the Old), expressed unusual resentment at the proselytizing of the Christian missionaries in his hometown as he grew up. A devout but liberalminded Hindu, he found it insulting to his religion and to him.

Until Gandhi’s appearance on the scene, it had been easy enough for the British to lord it over the Indians. Since the end of the Company’s reign, they had ruled a quarter of a billion people with a handful of Englishmen: some 2,000 members of the Indian Civil Service and 10,000 officers and 60,000 regular troops who kept the 200,000 “native” soldiers of the Indian Army in line and often used them to keep down their fellow countrymen.

Over all was the Viceroy, with the power of an absolute monarch, with no responsibility at all to the Indian people and subject only to the British government in London. There were, of course, thousands of English, and especially Scottish, traders, shopkeepers, lawyers and doctors, journalists who manned the dozen or so major English-language newspapers (English was the official language of the country, though only a small minority of Indians understood it), clergymen and missionaries.

The Hindus had their rigid caste system, but so did the British. The English “in trade” were scarcely accepted socially by British officials and Army officers. Indeed they were snubbed by them, but at least they had the satisfaction of being regarded as a cut above the “natives,” even the highest of the Brahmans. The British did not mix socially with those they governed, no matter how highly cultivated the latter might be. This was taboo. A few days after arriving in Bombay, a high official who took me to lunch at the Bombay Yacht Club boasted as we were leaving that no Indian had ever crossed its portal. And once when I invited a distinguished Moslem couple and their daughter, one of the first woman students (and possibly the first Moslem woman) to be enrolled in the Medical College to study medicine, to dinner with me at the Taj Mahal Hotel, where I was staying, and afterward danced with the young lady, who I thought looked very beautiful in her crimson sari, I was set upon the next day by some English acquaintances who told me “it was never done” and that I must mend my ways.

This I had no intention of doing. I had come out to cover the struggle of the Indians for independence. It would be necessary, of course, for a correspondent to get to know the British officials, who, in line with their government at home, were determined to deny the Indians their political freedom. What was in their minds and hearts? Why were they and their government in London so set against the Indians obtaining what they themselves, what every Englishman, would die to preserve—the right to govern themselves.

But more important for me was to penetrate, if I could, the Indian mind and soul—of the Moslem minority as well as the Hindu majority, between whom there was a hatred and gulf of misunderstanding of a magnitude and ugliness that only quarreling religions can generate. Europe had seen that in the devastating Hundred Years’ War between fanatical Catholics and Protestants, and Northern Ireland would experience it in our own time, though in these senseless, bloody wars both sides were Christian.

That the British, with their cunning policy of divide and rule, had often encouraged Hindu-Moslem animosity and sometimes fomented it was no excuse for the Indians to give in to it. But they had. It was one of the problems that Gandhi, I knew, had been striving to solve all his life. As long as Hindus and Moslems were at one another’s throats there was no hope of uniting the two religious groups in the struggle for independence. Gandhi at first did have some success. He had brought prominent Moslems into the Indian National Congress and maneuvered them even into the presidency of it, but there had been many failures and they would pile up as the years of revolt went by. This would be his greatest frustration, except for one: the determination of the British to hold on to India. It was against this that he now was devoting most of his considerable energies, his subtle political mind and his genius.

The story of how Mahatma Gandhi had reached this point in history has been told in many books, and best of all by himself in his autobiography* and in his prolific writings in his weekly publication, Young India.

* * *

I had mulled over it for ten days on the boat coming out from Trieste and now, before meeting Gandhi for the first time, I tried to review it briefly in my mind on the train going up to Delhi. But it was too vast a subject, terribly complicated, interwoven with many strands of history, Indian and British, affected by the accidents of life and thought and personality and their impact on men, masses and human development, affected too by the clash of two widely different cultures, European and Asian, and I could not get it very straight. It would be best to see Gandhi first, to try to grasp the nature of his genius and its tremendous hold on the Indian masses, to get from the master himself an understanding of his unique contribution to the revolutionary politics of the twentieth century, Satyagraha, a word he had coined from his native Gujarati and which, I suspected, meant much more, at least in the Hindu consciousness, than civil disobedience, passive resistance, non-cooperation and non-violence, though it encompassed all of these. It seemed to me, from the experience in India I had gained the previous year, that it had to do also with something more subtle—and fundamental: the search for truth, for the essence of the spirit, for some way of decency in human intercourse, and—all in all—offering to man something very new, something that so far had eluded him, a moral and indeed a practical alternative to oppression, violence, war. Perhaps Gandhi would tell me if I had understood Satyagraha rightly, since he had invented it and had over the years welded it into an instrument of considerable power as well as a guide to revolutionary action.

Perhaps I could get from him too some idea of what he thought lay ahead in his struggle to overthrow British rule, and by what means he thought the British, who still had all the guns, all the police power and all the crammed prisons, would oppose it.

One thing seemed fairly certain to me, from what I had seen and felt of the Indian revolution in the past months: Gandhi and India and the British had converged at a crossroads of their destinies. Such conjunctions happened rarely in history and then only at the crucial moments when the future of nations and peoples was decided. At this one, the fate of 350 million Indians and of the British Empire was at stake.

The outcome rested largely on the bony shoulders of one frail little Hindu, whom the unpredictable forces of time and circumstance had placed in the unique position where his genius might determine the course of Anglo-Indian history. The world had seen examples of the immense impact of one solitary figure on great events. In our own time in Europe there had been Lenin, and there would shortly be Hitler. Like Gandhi they appeared at the propitious moment when only they had the mind and the character, the imagination and the understanding, to shape deep historical currents to their own ends and to those of the masses that followed them. Without Lenin and Hitler the Bolshevik and the Nazi revolutions most probably would not have succeeded. Without Gandhi there would have been no serious threat to British rule as the 1930’s began. In India I began to see that Gandhi, as Friedrich Meinecke would say of Hitler, was already one of the examples of the singular and incalculable power of the personality in historical life. In India it was the only such personality there was.

In Delhi, when I arrived, Gandhi and Lord Irwin, the devoutly Christian Viceroy, were negotiating daily and sometimes far into the night over the terms by which the civil-disobedience movement might be called off in return for the release from prison of fifty thousand Indian nationalists and a British promise at last, after so many years of stalling, to negotiate seriously about giving back India to the Indians. Busy as he was, Gandhi agreed to see me immediately. It was the first instance in his case, but far from the last, of this special capacity I have found in many great men: no matter how preoccupied by matters of the utmost importance, they somehow contrive to find time for less pressing business with the likes of me.

I did not know then—I found out only later—that Gandhi, who was a shrewd appraiser of the means and the value of getting his message out to the world, attached more importance to my dispatches than I realized. I was the only American sent out by an American newspaper to cover his struggle on the scene. My daily cables, which cost nearly a dollar a word to transmit, were published not only in the Chicago Tribune but in scores of other major newspapers in the United States which subscribed to our syndicated news service. They were giving the American people for the first time, I believe, an unbiased account (not only the British but the Indian side) of the Indian revolution.

The Paris edition of the Tribune, which also published my cables daily, was giving Europe a similar picture, for none of the journals on the Continent had correspondents of their own in India, and many, especially in Paris, lifted my pieces at will. Even the august New York Times had no correspondent of its own in India. It depended on the dispatches of The Times of London man in Delhi, an able, hard-drinking English journalist, who labored daily to put across an exclusive British view, the only one he understood.
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It happened the day before my twenty-seventh birthday, on February 22, 1931.

Gandhi sent word he would see me an hour before his daily prayer meeting and invited me to stay on for prayers if I felt inclined. This was a birthday present I much appreciated. When I arrived at the home of Dr. Mukhtar Ahmad Ansari, an eminent physician and a Moslem, which overlooked the river Jumna, a sluggish stream sacred to the Hindus, Gandhi was squatting on the floor in the corner of the verandah, spinning. He greeted me warmly, with a smile that lit up his face and made his lively eyes twinkle. The welcome was so disarming, his manner so friendly and radiant, that my nervousness evaporated before I could say a word. He turned to a tall, pale, white-skinned woman, whose sari, pulled partly back from above her gaunt eyes, revealed a shaved head, and asked her to bring up a chair for me. This woman must be, I conjectured, Mirabai, the former Madeleine Slade, who had shocked her parents, Admiral Sir Edmund Slade and Lady Slade, by forsaking London society to join Gandhi’s ashram, taking the vows of chastity and poverty, and throwing herself into the struggle for Indian independence. I sensed at once a strong empathy between Gandhi and her—there will be more to say about this. Kasturbai, Mrs. Gandhi, sat nearby. She had a rather wizened face, but one could see that she must have been a spirited and attractive woman in her younger days. Her large, round eyes were very bright.

“Please don’t bother,” I said as Miss Slade started to pull up a chair. “I would prefer to sit on the floor.”

“If you like,” Gandhi said as I squatted down. There was almost an impish humor in his eyes as he watched me awkwardly sinking to the floor. “But if it becomes uncomfortable, please tell me.”

As our talk began I tried to take in not only what Gandhi was saying but how he looked. I had seen many photographs of him but I was nevertheless somewhat surprised at his actual appearance. His face at first glance did not convey at all the stature of the man, his obvious greatness. It was not one you would have especially noticed in a crowd. It struck me as not ugly, as some had said—indeed it radiated a certain beauty—but it was not uncommon either. Age—he was sixty-one—and fasting, an Indian sun and the strain of years in prison, of long, hard, nervous work, had obviously taken their toll, turned the nose down, widened it at the nostrils, sunk in his mouth just a little so that the lower lip protruded, and teeth were missing—I could see only two. His hair was closely cropped, giving an effect of baldness. His large ears spread out, rabbitlike. His gray eyes lit up and sharpened when they peered at you through his steel-rimmed spectacles and then they softened when he lapsed, as he frequently did, into a mood of almost puckish humor. I was almost taken back by the gaiety in them. This was a man inwardly secure, who, despite the burdens he carried, the hardships he had endured, could chuckle at man’s foibles, including his own.

He seemed terribly frail, all skin and bones, though I knew that this appearance was deceptive, for he kept to a frugal but carefully planned diet that kept him fit, and for exercise he walked four or five miles each morning at a pace so brisk, as I would learn later when he invited me to accompany him, that I, at twenty-seven and in fair shape from skiing and hiking in the Alps below Vienna, could scarcely keep up. Over his skin and bones was a loosely wrapped dhoti, and in the chilliness of a north Indian winter he draped a coarsely spun white shawl over his bony shoulders. His skinny legs were bare, his feet in wooden sandals.

As he began to talk, his voice seemed high-pitched, but his words were spoken slowly and deliberately and with emphasis when he seemed intent on stressing a point, and gradually, as he warmed up, the tone lowered. His slightly accented English flowed rhythmically, like a poet’s at times, and always, except for an occasional homespun cliché, it was concise, homely, forceful.

For so towering a figure, his humble manner at first almost disconcerted me. Most of the political greats I had brushed up against in Europe and at home had seemed intent on impressing you with the forcefulness of their personalities and the boldness of their minds, not being bashful at all in hiding their immense egos. But here was the most gentle and unassuming of men, speaking softly and kindly, without egotism, without the slightest pretense of trying to impress his rather awed listener.

How could so humble a man, I wondered, spinning away with his nimble fingers on a crude wheel as he talked, have begun almost single-handedly to rock the foundations of the British Empire, aroused a third of a billion people to rebellion against foreign rule, and taught them the technique of a new revolutionary method—non-violent civil disobedience—against which Western guns and Eastern lathis were proving of not much worth. That was what I had come to India to find out. So I simply said:

“How have you done it?”

“By love and truth,” he smiled. “In the long run no force can prevail against them.”

That was all very well, I did not doubt it, but I did not want to be pinned down by such highfalutin generalities. There was more to the Indian revolution than that, with all the cracked skulls, the fifty thousand of his followers in prison, and he only just released from one, with the government faltering and British trade with India already nearly ruined by Gandhi’s boycott of British goods, and Gandhi’s Indian National Congress, the only political party in India that counted, demanding complete independence now.

“I understand,” I said. “But could you be more specific?”

Gandhi, of necessity, had put certain restrictions on this first interview. He had informed me at the very beginning that he and the Viceroy had agreed not to say anything publicly which might prejudice their present negotiatons.

“Ask me any questions you like except about that,” he had said, “and I’ll answer them if I can. After my talks with Lord Irwin are finished, regardless of how they come out, we can have further talks and delve more deeply into our problems, if you like.”

“I would like it very much,” I said.

There was one thing he wanted to add, he remarked, to what he had said about love and truth being the main elements of his nonviolent movement.

“I know it is difficult for you from the West to understand. But I was quite serious. You cannot comprehend what we are trying to do and the way we are trying to do it unless you realize that we are fighting with soul-force.”

“With what?” I asked.

“Soul-force,” he said emphatically and then paused to see if it would sink in. I had begun to see that he was a man of infinite patience. “We call it Satyagraha,” he continued. “Whatever results we have so far attained in our struggle for Swaraj  . . .”

“Swaraj?” I interrupted. “Meaning complete independence?”

“That is right. The Congress laid down that goal at Lahore December before last.* We will take nothing less. As I was saying, we intend to get it by Satyagraha.”

 Satyagraha, or soul-force, sounded very religious and spiritual to me—a fine thing for the human race to embrace, but not a very effective or even practical way to fight a revolution against an alien ruler who depended upon old-fashioned brute force.

My face must have betrayed my disbelief, for Gandhi immediately added: “Believe me, Satyagraha is a very practical weapon.”

I realized, and I thought Gandhi saw, that I was too ignorant to pursue the subject further for the moment.

“We will go into it further at another time,” he said. “Is there anything else on your mind today?”

“A great deal,” I said. “Supposing that your negotiations with the Viceroy are successful and you reach an agreement. Do you still have faith in British promises?”

“I had faith in them—until 1919,” he said. “But the Amritsar Massacre and the other atrocities in the Punjab changed my heart. And nothing has happened since to make me regain my faith. Certainly nothing in the last ten months.”

Gandhi was confirming what I had long suspected: that for him, and for India, the cold-blooded slaughter by the British of unarmed Indians gathered for a peaceful meeting at the holy Sikh city of Amritsar on April 13, 1919, had been the turning point in the relations of the Indian people to their British rulers. It had blasted, at last, Gandhi’s loyalty to the British Empire, which he had maintained in two was, and it had forced him to the bitter conclusion that the British would stoop to any barbarity and to the enforcing of the most lawless oppression in order to hang on to India and to thwart the right of Indians to govern themselves. After the Amritsar killings Gandhi had turned in his two British war decorations and taken over the leadership of the Indian nationalist movement.

During my first assignment in India the autumn before, when Gandhi was still in jail, I had journeyed up to Amritsar to see the place of massacre and to try to get clear in my mind what had happened there. It had been difficult for me to believe that the British had deliberately perpetrated such a killing of innocent people, and I could not understand why the bloody act had received the approbation of most of the English in India and a large body of them at home, including the House of Lords, which had passed a motion condoning the British general who had ordered his troops to open fire at point-blank range at the defenseless Indians.* The English in India had expressed their approval of the general by raising a purse for him of £26,000 ($125,000 at the time); in England an even larger sum was raised by popular subscription. Probably no general in British history had been so handsomely rewarded in cash for so foul a deed.

For foul it was, though there had been some provocation, which in turn had been caused by an orgy of what Gandhi called “lawless repression” by the British authorities. As the Mahatma spoke calmly and without bitterness—in all the time I would know him he never showed the slightest trace of bitterness, not even at having been imprisoned without trial, nor at any other outrage the British had practiced on him and his people—I recalled my own visit to Amritsar and the shock of piecing together on the spot what had happened there. One had to see the physical layout of the Jallianwalla Bagh, the small public meeting place into which several thousand peaceful, unarmed Sikhs, Hindus and Moslems had jammed that spring day of 1919; and one had to know why they had gathered there.

They had assembled to protest the savage repression of the Punjab so soon after the war, in which India had furnished the British Empire 1.3 million troops, suffered 106,000 casualties and had not only borne the expense of its vast overseas force but contributed nearly a billion dollars to the British cause. Indians had expected something in return: a promise of self-government, but they had received only a vague promise in 1917, the year when British fortunes in the war were at their lowest ebb, of “a gradual development of self-governing institutions.” When they realized that they had been deceived they reacted with some violence from one end of the country to the other. To repress the outbreak the British passed the celebrated Rowlatt Act in 1919, which instituted virtual martial law in much of India and deprived the people of the most elementary civil rights. Gandhi, who had been gradually assuming the lead of the nationalist movement, countered by calling a hartal, an Indian version of a one-day general strike, but something more than that. Not only would all the factories and shops close down, but everything else: schools, newspapers, restaurants, offices, courts. Indians would simply stay at home, and for one day paralyze the country. The hartal was called for April 6. It was not as peaceful as Gandhi had urged. All over the country there were acts of violence. They were perhaps worst in Amritsar, where five Englishmen were killed, a lady missionary was assaulted, and British banks, schools and churches were attacked. Gandhi tried to reach Amritsar and quiet the mobs, but was arrested on his way and turned back. Brigadier General Reginald E. Dyer, the commanding officer at Amritsar, decided to teach the “natives” a lesson.

He later claimed to have posted martial-law orders forbidding public meetings, but in the chaos few citizens of Amritsar had seen them. Some ten thousand gathered on April 13 in the Jallianwalla Bagh to protest not only the savagery of government oppression under martial law but also the excesses of their own mobs. The place, you could see when you visited it, was obviously not the ideal spot to hold a large public meeting. A tract of two or three acres in the center of the city, it was entirely surrounded by the walls of three- and four-story buildings. The only entrance to it was a narrow alley about ten feet wide and a hundred feet long, like the neck of a bottle.

It was into this enclosed park, jammed with Sikhs, Hindus and Mohammedans, that General Dyer marched with fifty troops on the afternoon of April 13, 1919, set up his machine guns, and without a word of warning opened fire on the densely packed crowd. The soldiers fired 1,600 rounds in ten minutes and nearly every bullet found its mark. For though the Punjab government at first hushed up the story and then reluctantly admitted that there had been a few casualties, the officially appointed Hunter Commission later found that 379 persons were killed and 1,137 wounded, a total of 1,516 casualties. Fifteen out of sixteen bullets had struck home. There had been no way of dodging them, no place to flee. A few dived down an old well and were drowned. The rest stayed where they were and were mowed down. According to a study of the Indian National Congress, at least the lives of some of the wounded might have been saved had medical services been available. But the general refused to allow Indian medics into the compound to succor the wounded. He insisted that they respect his curfew order and stay off the streets.

There is a simple plaque in the Jallianwalla Bagh at the spot where General Dyer’s machine guns started firing. I copied the words down in my notebook: “To the martyrdom of fifteen hundred Sikhs, Hindus and Moslems, killed and wounded by British bullets.”

Something else occurred at Amritsar, Gandhi said, that to him was even worse than the cold-blooded killings. That was General Dyer’s “Crawling Order.” It was a humiliation Gandhi and most Indians never forgot—or forgave. As punishment for the mob’s assault of the English missionary woman, the general issued a command ordering all Indians who had to proceed up or down the street where she lived to crawl along it on their bellies. Hundreds of venerable old Indians, who had had nothing to do with the mob, who deplored its violence, lived in the street. General Dyer posted soldiers with fixed bayonets to see that they and all other Indians who had to use that street crawled with their bellies in the dust.*

“Like worms,” Gandhi said quietly, and I recalled the words in his memoirs. “Before this outrage,” he had written, the Jalianwala {sic} Bagh tragedy paled into insignificance in my eyes  . . .”*

“Have you read the unofficial report I made on behalf of the Congress on the lawless repression and the atrocities committed by the government in the Punjab?” Gandhi asked.

I said I had read it—the year before.

“It gives you an idea,” he said, “of the atrocities perpetrated on the people of the Punjab. It shows you to what length the British government is capable of going, and what inhumanities and barbarities it is capable of perpetrating in order to maintain its power.”

For Gandhi it was the last straw. From that spring of 1919 in the Punjab until the present moment he had dedicated his life to overthrowing British rule. This had already cost him two long sojourns in prison and seriously affected his health, though not his spirit, nor his determination to achieve his goal before he died. This was plain, as he talked on and on in answer to my questions. Though I feared he must be exhausted from his long daily talks with Lord Irwin, which were followed each evening by several hours of discussion with the Working Committee of the Indian National Congress, he fairly bubbled with good humor. There was no sign of fatigue.

I suddenly realized it was getting late. In a few minutes we would have to break off so that Gandhi could go out to the lawn for his daily evening prayer meeting. There was not much time left to go into anything very deeply. So as he spun away at his wheel I probed here and there with the idea of opening up subjects that he could return to in some detail and depth later.

I had been surprised, I said, at the role Indian women had played in the civil disobedience movement, considering their subordinate relation to men in Hindu and especially in Moslem society, where millions of Mohammedan women were still kept in purdah. The previous year I had seen them by the thousands squatting on the pavement at the side of their men, braving the lathi sticks, getting hurt and getting jailed.

“I’m glad you’ve seen the part played by our women in our movement,” Gandhi beamed. “The world has never seen such a magnificent spectacle. They were as brave as our men. You have no idea how what they did and suffered increased my faith in our people. The awakening of our women has helped mightily to awaken India. We cannot achieve freedom without them.”
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