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Mahatma Gandhi®

Leslie W. Leavitt

On the evening of January 30, 1948, a little old man was slowly
.crossing the courtyard of his home on his way to prayers. Sud-
denly the sound of four gun-shots was heard, and the man fell to
the ground.  That night his great friend, Pandit Nehru,! speaking
.on the radio to the people of India, said: “The light has gone out
.of our lives and everywhere it is-dark.” The life-story of this little,
old and very great man, Mahatma Gandhi,? is one which everyone
should know.

Mohandas® Gandhi was born in a city in the west part of
India on October 2, 1869. Mohandas was his first name. The
word Mahatma means “Great Soul” and is a title which was given
him later. For many years members of the Gandhi family had-
held important government posts, and for a long time the father
.of Mohandas was chief officer in one of the states of India. The
father was a fine and brave mz-m, and very good at his work.

~ * Sclected from Great Men and Women, by Leslie W. Leavitt;
.published by l.ongman Group Limited, 1979.
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" The son loved his father very much, and also his mother. His
mother was very serious in her religion and never thought of begin-
ning a meal without prayert At one time she felt that her religion-
demanded that she shouﬂli}r-lgft_ﬂqga Pﬂwmﬂ the sun. It was
then the season of rain, and often the sun was not seen for a long.
trme. Her children were much troubled and spent longhours look~
ing up at the sky to be able to hurry to tell ‘her that the sun was. -
shining and that she could eat. ‘

In his later life Gandhi wrote a book wbiéh tells us manythings;
about his early years. In this book he says that it was not easy for
him to make friends with other boys in school, and that his only
companions were his books and his lessons. He used to run home-
from school assoon as classes were over for fear that some-.
one-would talk to him or make fun of him. - As a little boy he was-
very honest. One day a small event concerned with school. games.
troubled him very much. Because he did not enjoy being with other

~boys and also because he wanted to help his father after school,
he did not like to take part in school games. He thought they were:
a waste of time.

One day when they had had their classes in the morning only,.
‘Mohandas was supposed to return to school at four o’clock for
school games. -He had no watch and the cloudy weather deceived
him. He arrived late; the games were over; the boys had gone.

_home. The next day when he explained to the head of £ae school
why he was late, he was not believed. He was told that he was not’
telling the truth and that he must be pﬁm‘shed He, Mohandas
Gandhi, a liar? No! No! But how could he prove that he was tell~

.,,....,,\.
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ing the truth? At this early age he began to understand that a
man of truth must also be a careful man. Carelessness® often leads
others to have wrong ideas about a person.

Later Mohandas changed his mind about the value of games
in the playground. Foriunate]y he had read in books that walking
was a valuable exercise, and while still a boy began to take long
walks in the open air, a form of exercise which he enjoyed and car-
ried on during all his life. _ -

. He also says in his book that his handwntmg was very poor,

2nd that he did nothing to improve it tecause he believed that it
was not important. Later, when he was in South Africa,® he saw
the excellent handwriting of lawyers and young men of that country
and became ashamed of his own. He saw that bad handwriting
should be considered a weakness in a person. When he then tried
to improve his own handwriting, he found it was too late. .

Mohandas was married at the early age of thirteen, Wthh in
India at that time was not thought to be too young. The oldest
son of the family was already married, and the father and mother
decided that the second son and the third son, Mohandas, together
with an uncle’s son, should all be married at the same time. Mar-
riages, with their presents, dinners, fine cloihes and all the rest, cost

_-the families a lot of money, and a marriage of all three together
would save much. The young wife of Mohandas had never been
to school. This early marriage did not help his lessons, and he
lost a year in high school._-’ Foftunately, by hard work he was later
able to finish two classes in one year. ’

Among his few friends at school was a young man whose cha-



racter was not very good. Mohandas knew this, but refused to
accept the advice of others and felt that he would be able to change
the character of his friend. The family of Gandhi belonged to a
religious group which did pot believe in taking the life of any crea--
ture,” and so the eating of meat was forbidden them.® But Mo~
handas’s friend set out to make him believe that the eating of meat
was good for him. He explained it in this way: “We are a weak -
people. The English are able to rule over us because they eattheat..
I myself am strong and a fine runner. It is because I am a meat-
eater. You should eat meat, too. Eat some and see what strength
it gives you.” After a time the young Mohandas partly believed his.
companion, I:Ie himself was ceriainly not strong and could hardly
jump or run, He was afraid of the dark, too, and alway$ had a
light burning in his bedroom at night. The desire to eat meat was.
great, even though he hated to deceive his father and mother.
One day the two boys went off to a quiet place by the river alone,
and there Mohandas tasted meat, goat meat, for the first time.
It made him sick. For about a year after that, from time to time
his friend arranged for him to eat meat. At last Mohandas stopped
completely, believing that nothing was worse than deceiving his.
father and mother in this way. They never learned of what he had
done, but from that time on throught his whole life he never tasted
meat again. ) ‘

At about this time he and another young man began to smoke,
not because they really liked it but because they thought that they
got pleasure in blowing smoke from their mouths like grown-upjmen,
They had little money to buy cigarettés, and the unsmoked ends.
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of their uncle’s cigarettes were not enough. So occasionally they
stole a little money from the servants in the house. Mohandas
soon gave up smoking, and came to feel that it was dirty and harm-
ful.

These actions of his troubled the young man Mohandas be-
cause he had determined to bujld his life on tryth, and he knew that
in deceiving his father and mother and breaking the rules laid down
by his religion® he was not honest. There was one more event of
the same kind. Onge when fifteen years of age he stole a small
piece of gold from his older brother, and the deed lay heavy on his
mind, Finally he wrots sl tory of what he had done, asking
that he'be puffishedfa nlsjgyg that henever again would steal.
Feeling very much ‘ashamed, he gave this letter to his good father,
then a sick-man. ‘The father read it carefully, closed his eyes in -
thought, and the tears came.. He slowly tore up the letter. :(The'
boy had expected angry words, and the sorrowful but loving feel-
ings of the father were never to be forgotten by the son.

At the age of eighteen Gandhi went to a college; but remained

“for only part of the year. The lessons did not interest him and he
fdid not do well. Soon after this he was advised to go to England
to study to be a Jawyér. ‘This would not be easy. It was difficult
for him to leave India and to go to a foreign land where he would
* have to eat and drink with foreigners. This was against his reli-
gion, and most leaders of his group were against his going. Yaet,
in spite of all diﬂicultiés, the young Mohandas, at the age of eighteen,
sailed for England, leaving a wife and child behind. ,
On board ship he wore, for the first time, the new foreign clo-
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thes provided by his friends. He wore his black suit, carefully keep-
ing his new white clothes until he reached England. This was at
the end of autumn, and on landing he was‘much troubled to find
he was the only person so dressed. To make matters worse, he
- could not get at his baggage to change his clothes. In his own ac-
count of his early days in London, we find two mterestmg events.
One of these was his difficulty in ﬁndmg suitable food.  Un-
like most of the Indians in England, he followed the rule of his re-’
ligion and would not eat meat. This was not easy, and he was of-
‘ten hungry at the end of a meal. What was his joy when he disco-
vered a dining-pla(:f: where no meat of any sort was served. He
learned for the first time that there were many people in England
- who for health reasons ate no meat. It pleased him to find science -
: giving‘support to his religious ‘beliefs, - Later ‘hg found it easier to
prepare breakfasts and suppers in his own room, and to buy his
meals. in the middle of the day. :

The other event is one which later gave him and his friends
much amusement. The young Indian tried to “play the English
gentleman”. He decided that if he could not eat like an English-
man, he would dress like one and act like one in other ways. .He
bought new clothes and a tall silk hat, and asked lis brother to

“send him a gold watch chain. Then he spent some time each morn-
ing dressing with care and brushing his thick hair. Followmg the
advice of friends, he took lessons in dancing, French, playmg a mo-
sncar instrument and speaking’in public. But in these ants. h? did
ot do very well, and his money was rapidly disappearings At
the end of three months he saw that he was not making the best use
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of his time, and gave up-all this. He began to study law.

At this time also he became more interested in religions. When
friends asked him to help them in their understanding of the Giia,!®
the holy book of his own Hindutt religion, he began to gee how beau-
tiful it was. Before long it became for him the one book for the best
knowledge of Truth. Someone gave him a Bible, and in it he found
some teachings of Jesus'? which he liked very much because they
were so like certain ideas in the Gita. Then from a reading of a
book by the English writer Carlyle,® he learned about the Prophet
Muhammad* and about- his greatness and bravery and simpfé: -
living. At this time he was beginning to learn that the truth - he
loved was not to be found in any one religion only. - -

“ - After four years of study, young Gandhi passed his law- exs
aminations and in 1891 returned to India. When he landed he was
met by friends who told him of his niother’s death. : This was.dn
even greater shock to him than the dedth ofhis father before he went
to England. The next few years were not ‘happy er¢s. He found.
his work as a Jawyer not at all interesting, and came to feel that he
was not fitted for this kind of occupation. He had trouple on
the one occasion when he ‘was in court. He almos :
when his tu ' CW' he could not say a word. He would N

~w8lcome a change. This came when he was-invited to go to South-
Africa to advise a rich Indian merchant who was trying to collect
a large amount of money from a member of his tamily. We find
him at the age of twenty-four in Durban,*® South Africa.

- Ganchi soon found that conditions among the many Indians

7
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in South Africa were not at all right. He learned this first when he
went to court wearing foreign clothes and a turban.'® The judge
of the court ordered him to take off his turban. He refused and
left the court. This turban was soon to become famous all over
South Africa. Most of the Indians who had left their own land
to look for work in Africa were considered of a low rank and were
known as “coolies”.”. Gandhi was thus a “coolie” lawyer.
A few days after he arrived, Gandhi was sent off to another
city usiness for his employer, Abdullah Sheth.!® When a white
Oﬁmuing in the same train discovered him in a first-class seat
he called a railway guard who ordered him to leave the first-class.
carriage. Gandhi replied that he had bought a first-class ticket
and intended to use it~ A policeman came and forced him to leave:
‘the'train. The next day something even worse happened. While
making a journey in a large public carriage, he was given a seat out-
side with the driver. During the journey the white man in charge:
wanted his seat. When ‘Gandhi refused to move, the map struck
him, but the other white people in the carriage made the man stop. -
When he reached the city he drove to the main hotel, and these re-
ceived another shock. The hotel waould not take him in. It-was.
events Jike these which made Gandhi feel that someone was needed
to help the Indians in Africa. He himself was not p}budx_and he
was not depende)nt ilpbn a comfortable way of living. "Later;;h'e-
accepted for himself the simple living of the poorest Indians, and.
travelled third-class in trains at all times. - But it hurt him to see
the people of his country treated badly, and so he continued to work,
aga;inst all attempts to treat him and others in a way that was not

8
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fair and just.

After ‘a time he came to feel that it would be unwise for the:
merchant who employed him to go to the courts to get back the money
that was owed him. - As a result of very hard work lasting months,
he was able to get the two merchants to agree outside of court upon
the amount of money to be paid and how it was to be paid.’® This.
success led him to believe that most quarrels between people could
be, and should be, settled in a peaceful manner with theé aid of fri--
ends. '

During this year he met a number of Christians?® who were
eager that he should become a-Christian and Moslems® who hoped:
that he would become a Mostem. He read from the Bible® and:
Koran® and from books about both religions. - Bt at the same

time he was coming to enjoy and depend more and more upon the: . -

holy books of Hindu_ism,“ and was coming to find for himself deep-
happiness and peace in them.

‘At the end of a year his work with Abdullah Sheth was finished
and he plannéd to return to India. But at 2 good-bye dinner® given
him in Durban he learned that a law was being planned to take away
from all Indians still more of their rights. - During the talk at the
dinner it was decided that Gandhi must remain in South Africa and
work for the rights of the Indians. Thus began twenty years o’f
hard work for the Indians of South Africa. - ' '

At the end of three years he retufned to India for several mon-
ths, and then came back by ship with his wife and two children.
While in India he had tried to tell the people there how Indians were
treated in South Africa, and news of what he had spoken and writ-
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-ten had reached the white people living in Natal?® before he arrived.
When he attempted to land he was recognized, and cries of “Gand-
hi, Gandhi!” quickly brought a crowd together. The ¢rowd ga-
thered around him, threw stones and eggs at him and struck him.
He was saved by the courage of the wife of the English Chief of
Police, who walked along with him until policemen came to his
help. He was then able to escape from the angry crowd by dressing
kimself as an Indian policeman and slipping out of the back door
while the Police Chief held the crowd’s attention in front.

Itis not possible to describe all the events of the years that Gand-
hi spent in South Africa serving his fellow Indians, and Wonjking to
improve .their,y‘conditions_ and to make the government treat them
more justly. He gave up a position in which he was earning a l'op.;
of money in order tojoin with the poor people for whom he was
working. In all his work his wife helpéd him, gnd‘ believed in him

-and gave him courage to go on. From the struggle in South Africa
he gained. a strong belief in certain w_ays of action which were té be
so mportant later in his own country, More and nfore he came
to believe in a “soul force™. _This-was a struggle against evil and
force, not by using hatred and force, but by love and by quietly re-.
fusing to obey unjust laws.*?  Those who believed as he dld and
followed him would not work with thé government or _obey an un-
just law. In the end there was little that the gowrnmcntp,ould_ do
about it. Gandhi was often put in prison, but his fpllower,‘s‘cbn.
tinued to carry on the work. When Gandhi left South Africa in
1914 very great improvements in the conditions of the Indians there
had taken place.
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