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ON THE TRAIL OF THE MAHATMA  

                                                                  S. JALAJA 

These reflections on Mahatma Gandhi are thoughts I carried with me for years. I 

finally gave them shape, choosing to write them in the year that marks the 155th 

birth anniversaries of both Gandhi and Kasturba. 

I never saw Gandhi, nor heard him speak during his lifetime. My generation was 

born after his assassination. I came to know him largely through others. Yet, I still 

recall his voice from Gandhi Marg, broadcast on All India Radio long ago, waking 

us children in the mornings. 

What has always puzzled me is how a shy, awkward, and self-conscious boy 

became the Mahatma. How did truth and non-violence become the guiding forces 

of his life? Born into a prosperous family, how did he choose instead to work for 

the poor and become their voice? To find answers, one must study his thoughts 

and actions at various stage. For me, the one way to understand Gandhi was to 

visit the places associated with him. 

1. Early Years 

Porbandar 

My journey began at Gandhi’s ancestral home in Porbandar, Gujarat, where he 

was born 155 years ago. The three-storied haveli, now adjoining the Kirti Mandir 

museum dedicated to Gandhi and Kasturba, exudes a quiet dignity. Standing in 

the room where he was born, or the small study he once used, one is filled with a 

deep sense of reverence. 

Childhood Influences 

Gandhi’s father, Karamchand Gandhi, was Diwan of Porbandar State and later the 

Rajkot State. His mother, Putlibai, was deeply religious, fasting regularly. Gandhi 

inherited from her a spiritual discipline; fasting later became central to his 

Satyagrahas, both as penance and as a weapon of non-violence. He undertook 17 

fasts during the freedom movement, the longest lasting 21 days. 

As a boy, Gandhi also learned compassion by nursing his ailing father. This instinct 

carried into adulthood: he cared for Kasturba, his children, and relatives during 

illness; nursed the sick in South Africa during the Boer War, Zulu rebellion, and 

plague outbreaks; and personally tended to leprosy patients both at Sabarmati 
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and in Sevagram Ashrams. His service to the suffering was as integral to him as 

politics. 

Gandhi admired the fearlessness and integrity of his father and grandfather, who 

stood firmly before rulers. His father, though unschooled, was respected for 

impartiality and practical wisdom. Perhaps it was here that Gandhi first saw truth 

as a moral force. Later, as a lawyer in South Africa, he often sought reconciliation 

rather than litigation—settling hundreds of disputes out of court by appealing to 

conscience. 

When I visited Porbandar, I noticed a separate staircase in the house leading to a 

terrace room where his father once met the public. Today, however, the area 

outside is crowded with parked vehicles, and the city shows few visible traces of 

Gandhi. 

Rajkot 

Gandhi moved to Rajkot at age seven when his father was appointed the Dewan 

of Rajkot State. He studied up to matriculation in the city, and at thirteen was 

married to Kasturba, his lifelong companion of 62 years. 

Like many boys, Gandhi experimented with smoking, eating meat, and even 

visiting a brothel. But he soon returned to the values instilled at home. The most 

profound moment was when he confessed a theft to his father in a letter. Seeing 

his father’s silent tears, Gandhi later wrote: “Those pearl drops of love cleansed 

my heart and washed my sin away. This was my first lesson in Ahimsa.” 

Rajkot today is a thriving district. Alfred High School (later named after Gandhi) 

and his family’s house still stand. When I visited, I could not see the school as it 

was late in the day, but I felt the lingering presence of his boyhood there. 

In 1887, Gandhi completed his schooling at 18. Defying community opposition 

and risking ex-communication, he sailed for England to study law. Still shy, he 

nevertheless showed remarkable tenacity—a quality that never left him. 

Gandhi in England 

In England, Gandhi at first tried to imitate the English lifestyle, spending lavishly, 

but soon chose a life of simplicity and frugality. His habit of keeping meticulous 

daily accounts later proved invaluable when handling public funds in South Africa. 

This change, he said, was not dreary but brought harmony between his inner and 

outer life. 
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Vegetarianism, still a novelty in England, became Gandhi’s passion. Though shy, 

he found his voice in advocating it. His dietary experiments, he explained, were 

guided not by religion but by economy and hygiene. For him, vegetarianism 

reflected a moral philosophy: “Man’s supremacy over the lower animals means 

not that he should prey upon them, but that the higher should protect the lower… 

Man eats not for enjoyment, but to live.” 

Religious curiosity also deepened during his stay. Though plagued by doubts, 

Gandhi held fast to one conviction—that morality is the basis of life, and truth the 

essence of morality. His limited reading allowed him to absorb deeply what he 

read. The New Testament, especially the Sermon on the Mount, left a lasting 

imprint, while Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God is Within You expanded his vision. 

Works such as Sir Edwin Arnold’s The Light of Asia and The Song Celestial (a 

rendering of the Bhagavad Gita) also left a profound impact. 

Gandhi in South Africa 

Later Gandhi would remark that though he was born in India, he was “made in 

South Africa.” After a failed attempt to establish himself as a lawyer in India, he 

sailed to South Africa in April 1893, at age 23, to assist Dada Abdulla & Company 

in a legal case. He would remain there for 21 years, as lawyer and public worker. 

Generous support from Seth Dada Abdulla, a wealthy Muslim merchant, 

sustained him in his early years—an example of the inter-faith solidarity that 

shaped his outlook. 

The racial discrimination Gandhi encountered was a rude shock after the civility of 

England. Indians, many of them indentured labourers, were contemptuously 

called “coolies,” and Gandhi himself was dubbed the “coolie barrister.” Indians 

had to remove turbans in court, were barred from hotels, and excluded from first-

class railway compartments. 

The defining moment came on June 7, 1893, when Gandhi was thrown off a train 

at Pietermaritzburg station for refusing to give up his seat in a “whites-only” 

carriage. That cold night, shivering in the waiting room, he resolved not to return 

to India, but to fight injustice. It marked the beginning of his active pursuit of non-

violence. 

In 2009, I could visit Pietermaritzburg. The Victorian railway station, clean and 

well preserved, seemed frozen in time. Standing at the spot where Gandhi was 
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ejected, I felt the weight of history: that single insult reshaped his life and, in turn, 

world history. A plaque now commemorates the event, and since 2018, a double-

sided bust depicting both the young and old Gandhi stands at the station’s 

entrance. Nearby, in front of the courthouse, a bronze statue unveiled in 1993 by 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu shows Gandhi striding forward, symbolizing his 

journey from humiliation to leadership. 

During his South African years, Gandhi continued his religious explorations—

studying the Quran, engaging with Islam, Parsi and Christian faiths, and reflecting 

deeply on Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. The Sermon on the Mount 

reinforced his ideal of Ahimsa; Islam emphasized fasting and self-purification; 

Jainism and Buddhism deepened his compassion. Gradually, he came to see self-

realization as inseparable from service to humanity. 

The Bhagavad Gita further shaped his thought, particularly the ideas of 

aparigraha (non-possession) and samabhava (equanimity), which he reconciled 

through the principle of Trusteeship. John Ruskin’s Unto This Last proved 

transformative, teaching him that in the welfare of the individual lies in the 

welfare of all, that all work is of equal dignity, and that a life of labour is the life 

worth living. 

Durban and the Phoenix Settlement 

Inspired by Ruskin’s Unto This Last, Gandhi established the Phoenix Settlement 

near Durban in 1904—his first ashram. Influenced also by the Trappist monks at 

Mariann Hill, it became an experiment in simple communal living, self-reliance, 

and dignity of labour. Gandhi shifted his printing press and his newspaper Indian 

Opinion there, moving his family and colleagues as well. Though initially few 

embraced the lifestyle, the settlement gradually grew, with residents cultivating 

their own fruits and vegetables. 

In Durban, my hosts took me to the Phoenix Settlement, about 20 km from the 

city. Gandhi purchased this 100-acre property in 1904 for £1,000. Once a sugar 

farm, it had many fruit trees and became home to his first experiment in 

community living. 

The settlement was badly damaged during riots on August 9, 1985, when right-

wing vigilantes, reportedly backed by the Apartheid regime, instigated violence 

and destruction. Some of the squatters occupied parts of the property, but the 
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Trust chose not to evict them forcibly. With support from the Government of 

India, the settlement was rebuilt and formally reopened in February 2000 at a 

ceremony attended by the South African President. 

When I visited, the grounds were quiet and deserted. Gandhi’s simple home, 

Sarvodaya, remains the main attraction. Its stone steps, spared by the fire, invited 

me to sit in silent reflection. Nearby, a stone once used by the family for washing 

clothes is the only original object left. A hall where Gandhi once held prayers now 

displays panels on his life and on other leaders. 

The old printing press, from which Gandhi published Indian Opinion, still stands. 

He wrote in his autobiography about the excitement and hardships of setting it 

up. The settlement also contains the house where his son Manilal lived with his 

family. Manilal’s daughter, Ela Gandhi, later became an important public figure in 

South Africa and headed the Phoenix Development Trust. 

Yet, during my visit, Phoenix was surrounded by poverty, unemployment, crime, 

and substance abuse. The settlement could not remain untouched by these 

hardships. In response, the Trust, with Indian government aid, restored Gandhi’s 

house and established a school, health clinic, HIV/AIDS centre, and other facilities. 

I realized that the challenge, however, lay in sustaining these initiatives amid the 

community’s struggles. 

Tolstoy Farm 

Though Phoenix is remembered as the birthplace of Satyagraha, Gandhi refined 

the method at Tolstoy Farm, founded in 1910 near Johannesburg. The land—

1,100 acres—was gifted by his close friend Herman Kallenbach to house 

protesters with nowhere to live. Inspired by Tolstoy’s writings, the farm became 

the headquarters of Gandhi’s non-violent campaigns. People of all communities, 

including Muslims and Christians, lived and worked together, practicing simplicity, 

labour, and shared discipline. 

The Apartheid Museum 

In Johannesburg, I visited the Apartheid Museum, which opened in 2001. From 

the outside it resembles a prison, with tall pillars inscribed with the Constitution 

at the entrance. Inside, visitors are made to feel the sting of segregation through 

separate entryways, stark corridors, and chilling exhibits. Photographs, videos, 

press clippings, and personal stories portray decades of racial oppression. 
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Walking through its galleries was a deeply emotional experience. The pain of 

South Africa’s people was palpable. Gandhi’s words echoed in my mind: “It has 

always been a mystery to me how men can feel themselves honoured by the 

humiliation of their fellow beings.” 

Gandhi Statue in Johannesburg 

In Gandhi Square, Johannesburg, I was struck by a bronze statue of Gandhi as a 

young lawyer—the only one of its kind I had seen. Depicted in his lawyer’s gown, 

cloak billowing in the wind, with a book in hand, he looks ahead with resolve. 

Installed by the local municipality, the statue honours his years of practice in the 

city. Sadly, I learned it was vandalized in recent times. 

Nelson Mandela, who led South Africa’s struggle against Apartheid, drew deep 

inspiration from Gandhi. It felt fitting, therefore, to visit Robben Island, where 

Mandela spent 18 of his 27 years in prison. Now a UNESCO World Heritage Site, 

the island lies in Table Bay off Cape Town. 

I boarded a ferry from the Nelson Mandela Gateway. Former prisoners serve as 

guides, recounting their harsh experiences. Mandela’s 7-by-9-foot cell contained 

only a mat, stool, plate, and cup. A co-prisoner built him a small bookshelf. “I 

could walk the length of my cell in three paces,” Mandela later wrote. Prisoners 

endured beatings, hunger, solitary confinement, and hard labour in a nearby lime 

quarry, which also I visited. 

Mandela was eventually moved to Victor Verster Prison, where he lived under 

house arrest, until his release on February 11, 1990. Visiting his cell and the 

quarry was a profoundly moving experience—a reminder of how both Gandhi and 

Mandela used non-violence as their weapon of struggle. 

Critique of Gandhi 

In recent years, some have criticized Gandhi for limiting his struggle in South 

Africa to the Indian community, even accusing him of racial prejudice. In 2016, the 

University of Ghana removed his statue after faculty and students protested. Such 

criticisms pained me, for a careful reading of his autobiography shows otherwise. 

When Gandhi first arrived, he expected to stay only a year. Instead, he found 

himself labouring tirelessly to organize a fragmented Indian community—People 

who spoke Hindi, Gujaratis, Telugus, and Tamils—while also drafting petitions, 

coordinating with officials, and sustaining campaigns with meagre resources. To 
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simultaneously organize all South Africans would have been a Herculean task. 

Language, cultural barriers, and the absence of African leadership with which he 

could liaise with were further obstacles. 

In the Boer War and Zulu rebellion, Gandhi raised ambulance corps to nurse the 

sick and wounded, often those neglected by white doctors. His principle 

remained: hate the sin, not the sinner. To believe that such a man would 

deliberately demean others seems unjust. 

Even Nelson Mandela defended Gandhi, noting that terms Gandhi used, like 

kaffir, were not considered offensive at the time. Mandela urged that Gandhi’s 

early prejudices be understood in context, not judged by modern standards. 

Gandhi’s newspaper Indian Opinion also took up causes affecting Africans. 

Indeed, as Ela Gandhi pointed out, Gandhi opposed all forms of 

compartmentalization and labelling of human beings. In this sense, Mandela 

himself was Gandhi’s true gift to South Africa. 

Gandhi and Muslims 

The doctrine of samabhavana (equanimity), mentioned in the Bhagavad Gita, 

deeply influenced Gandhi. His relations with Muslims were later interpreted by 

some as appeasement, but in South Africa he received generous support from 

leaders like Dada Abdulla. In India, he stood by the Ansari brothers during the 

freedom struggle and led the Khilafat Movement (1919–1924), launched by Indian 

Muslims alongside nationalists to pressurize the British to preserve the authority 

of the Ottoman Caliph.  

He was staunchly opposed to the partition of India. After independence, he fasted 

to ensure that Pakistan received its rightful dues from India. In Calcutta and 

Noakhali, he worked tirelessly as a “one-man army” for Hindu–Muslim unity. 

Ultimately, he gave his life for the cause of communal harmony. 

Return to India   Gandhi first visited India briefly in 1896 after three years in 

South Africa, and again in 1901 to attend the Indian National Congress session. He 

finally returned in 1914, marking the beginning of his central role in India’s 

freedom struggle. 

The Champaran Satyagraha On his return, Gandhi, guided by Gopal Krishna 

Gokhale, undertook a journey to “discover India.” The Champaran Satyagraha in 

Bihar (1917) became his first major involvement in the freedom movement. 
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In 1916, at the Lucknow session of the Congress, he met Raj Kumar Shukla, who 

persuaded him to visit Champaran to witness the plight of indigo farmers. Under 

the Tinkathia system, tenants were forced to cultivate indigo on a portion of their 

land, receiving meagre compensation while food production suffered, leading to 

near famine. 

When Gandhi arrived, crowds of peasants gathered to meet him. Alarmed, the 

administration issued prohibitory orders, but Gandhi defied them and courted 

arrest. Fearing unrest, the British released him. He then met villagers, recorded 

around 8,000 testimonies, and presented his findings. Appointed to an inquiry 

committee, he pressed for reforms that led to the passage of the Champaran 

Agrarian Bill, abolishing the Tinkathia system. Champaran thus became the 

turning point that transformed Mohandas into the Mahatma. 

Moved by the people’s plight, Gandhi and Kasturba stayed on, establishing 

Bhitiharwa Ashram (1917). He founded schools in Baharwa, Bhitiharwa, and 

Madhuban, focusing on both literacy and vocational training in spinning, 

carpentry, farming, and weaving. He also promoted sanitation and healthcare. 

I visited the Champaran Ashram in my youth. I recall only its old, neglected 

buildings. Later, I learned that it was renovated in 2012 with a Gandhi Museum 

added. The centenary of the Champaran Satyagraha (2017) was celebrated, 

though mostly confined to Bihar. Unfortunately, much of the Ashram’s land has 

been transferred to institutions, and several of Gandhi’s initiatives there remain in 

neglect. 

Ahmedabad Mill Strike (1918) 

Soon after, Gandhi intervened in a dispute between Ahmedabad mill owners and 

workers demanding a 50% wage hike. Through a peaceful strike, he secured a 

35% increase, marking his first industrial action in India. 

Kheda Satyagraha (1918) 

Next came the Kheda Satyagraha in Gujarat. Farmers, devastated by crop failure 

and plague, could not pay a 23% tax hike. The government refused relief, seizing 

land, cattle, and homes. Gandhi, alongside Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel and Mahadev 

Desai, mobilized farmers to resist peacefully through satyagraha. After five 

months, the government relented, suspending taxes and returning confiscated 
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property. Gandhi considered it only a partial victory, but recognized it as the 

beginning of the peasants’ awakening. 

I later visited Kheda, part of the agriculturally rich Charotar region, now known for 

its dairy cooperatives under Amul. Interestingly, even today, farmers face 

struggles, such as opposition to land acquisition for the Ahmedabad–Mumbai 

bullet train project. The centenary of the Kheda Satyagraha (2018) passed largely 

unnoticed outside Gujarat. 

Sabarmati Ashram 

When Gandhi returned to India with 25 associates from Phoenix Settlement, he 

sought a permanent base. In 1915 he established the Satyagraha Ashram at 

Kochrab near Ahmedabad, later shifting it to the banks of the Sabarmati River in 

1917. Known as Sabarmati Ashram, it became his home until 1933 and one of the 

epicentres of the freedom struggle. 

I had long heard of Sabarmati and Sevagram Ashrams but knew little of them. I 

finally visited Sabarmati in 2006. Situated on the river’s west bank, it now attracts 

over 700,000 visitors annually, preserving the memory of Gandhi’s simple yet 

transformative life. 

Among the residents were people belonging to different communities. I recall 

reading the story of a young girl from Kerala who came to the Ashram. Reluctant 

to tend to a leprosy patient, she was reassigned by Gandhi. But the next day, she 

found Gandhi himself tending to the man’s wounds. Ashamed, she took up the 

task, learning a lesson that transformed her life. 

It was from Sabarmati Ashram that Gandhi launched the Dandi March on 12 

March 1930. This act of mass civil disobedience led to the imprisonment of nearly 

60,000 participants. In sympathy with them, Gandhi asked the government to 

forfeit the Ashram, though it refused. Earlier, on 22 July 1933, he had already 

decided to disband it. The Ashram was eventually deserted after many of its 

members were detained, but local citizens later preserved it. On the day he set 

out for Dandi, Gandhi vowed not to return until India was free. Independence 

came on 15 August 1947, but Gandhi was assassinated in January 1948, never 

fulfilling that promise. After independence, the government recognized the 

Ashram as a national monument. 
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When I walked through its quiet lanes, I felt the same peace and stillness that 

marks every place touched by Gandhi. Efforts have been made to preserve the 

atmosphere, as it was during his lifetime. I was especially moved by the charkha 

he used for spinning. To us, it may appear an outdated tool in this technological 

age, but for Gandhi it was a symbol of self-reliance and unity. In the silence that 

followed spinning, he sought communion with himself and with God. I was 

reminded of the song sung by the late South Indian vocalist P. Leela: “Let the 

wheels of Bapu’s charkha spin round and round, weaving people scattered like 

cotton wool into a single yarn.” Its haunting echo still lingers within me. 

It struck me that at least the elderly among us could keep a charkha, to find 

peace, purpose, and inner calm. If more of us chose to wear khadi, countless 

women could gain employment. Gandhi himself had abandoned his Katiawad 

headgear in Kheda and adopted a simple dhoti, inspired by farmers he had seen 

working under the blazing Tamil Nadu sun. 

The Dandi March 

The Civil Disobedience Movement, a vital phase of India’s freedom struggle, 

began with the 400-km Dandi March. On 12 March 1930, Gandhi set out from 

Sabarmati Ashram to the coastal village of Dandi in Navsari, Gujarat, to make salt 

without paying the oppressive tax. The British initially dismissed the plan. Lord 

Irwin, the Viceroy, even wrote to London, “At present the prospect of a salt 

campaign does not keep me awake at night.” But Gandhi chose salt wisely. “Next 

to air and water, salt is perhaps the greatest necessity of life,” he said. He knew 

that people could rally around a basic necessity far more easily than an abstract 

demand for political rights. At the time, the salt tax contributed 8.2% of British 

revenue in India. 

On reaching Dandi, Gandhi and his followers broke the law by producing salt from 

sea water. Thousands joined along the route, and the march concluded on 5 April 

1930. That simple act of lifting salt in defiance of alien authority electrified the 

nation. 

Dandi itself lies about 20 km from Navsari railway station, a region first settled by 

Parsis in the 16th century. Gandhi had close ties with some of them, which may 

have influenced his choice of destination. Today, the only monument that recalls 

the historic event is Saifee Villa, where Gandhi stayed at the end of the march. Its 
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owner, Syedna Taher Saifuddin, donated it to the government in 1961 in the 

presence of Prime Minister Nehru. When I visited, the villa unfortunately was 

neglected, though it displayed rare photographs and artifacts. I learned that 

Gandhi did not pick salt directly from the beach, but from a small stream flowing 

nearby, in front of the villa, where his statue now stands. 

At dusk, I found the Dandi beach deserted, save for an old man who collected 

plastic waste to keep it clean. I stood silently, gazing at the sea, paying homage to 

the Mahatma. Locals told me the Parsis of the area had long emigrated, and one 

of the few surviving child participants of the march had died only a couple of 

years earlier. Later, I read that the Ministry of Culture had established the 

National Salt Satyagraha Memorial in Dandi to commemorate the historic march. 

Sevagram 

After his imprisonment following the Salt Satyagraha, Gandhi decided not to 

return to Sabarmati Ashram until India was free. On his release, he travelled 

widely and, in 1934, accepted an invitation from his follower Jamnalal Bajaj to 

settle in Wardha, Maharashtra. Bajaj provided 300 acres of land, where Gandhi 

established the Sevagram Ashram in 1936. 

Located 8 km from Wardha and 75 km from Nagpur, Sevagram became Gandhi’s 

residence until his death in 1948. Close by was Vinoba Bhave’s Param Dham 

Ashram. From Sevagram, Gandhi took several historic decisions, including 

launching the Quit India Movement in August 1942. 

The Ashram radiates simplicity and quietude. A museum nearby preserves 

artifacts of the freedom struggle. Its cottages—Adi Nivas, Bapu Kuti, Ba Kuti, 

Gandhi’s kitchen, Purchure Kuti, Akhri Niwas, and the prayer ground—reflect the 

humble life Gandhi embraced. Adi Nivas was the first hut, while Akhri Niwas, 

initially a hospital, was where Gandhi stayed before leaving for Noakhali. One 

small hut sheltered Parchure Shastri, a leprosy patient and Gandhi’s fellow 

prisoner. Shunned by society, Shastri was brought here at Gandhi’s insistence, 

and Gandhi himself dressed his wounds. Inspired by his example, others joined in 

caring for the sick. 

Gandhi admitted people of all classes and castes into Sevagram. He insisted that 

Dalits work in the common kitchen to break caste barriers. I also came across a 

report in The Hindu (Lucknow edition, 2 October 2009) about Afza Begum, a 
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Muslim woman who had come to the Ashram as a 12-year-old from Moradabad. 

Initially barred from the kitchen by some, Gandhi refused food unless she was 

included. She was later asked to lead prayers in his absence. She remained at the 

Ashram even after his death and later contributed to Vinoba Bhave’s Bhoodan 

Yagna. 

Walking through Sevagram, I was struck by its stark simplicity. Gandhi had insisted 

that the Ashram be built with local materials, by local people, at a cost not 

exceeding ₹100. Leaders and dignitaries from around the world visited him here, 

yet his life remained austere. The rooms were bare, without furniture. The 

greenery and natural surroundings blended seamlessly with his vision of harmony 

with nature. It was hard to believe that from this quiet hut, the call of Quit India 

had thundered forth. Gandhi himself described his life there: “You may be sure I 

am living now just the way I wish to live. Study my way of living here, study my 

surroundings, if you wish to know what I am.” 

Near Sevagram stands the Kasturba Hospital, founded in 1945 by Dr. Sushila 

Nayyar, Gandhi’s close associate and physician. Managed by the Kasturba Health 

Society, it remains the only hospital established by the Father of the Nation.  

Gandhi Smriti 

In 1995, while walking along Tees January Marg, New Delhi, I strayed into a large 

mansion with a serene garden. This was Gandhi Smriti, formerly known as Birla 

House. Gandhi spent the last 144 days of his life here, until his assassination on 30 

January 1948 in the garden behind the house. 

The Government of India acquired Birla House in 1971 and opened it to the public 

as Gandhi Smriti on 15 August 1973. Today, it also houses the Eternal Gandhi 

Multimedia Museum (established in 2005), which uses technology to narrate his 

life and ideas. The museum displays photographs, personal belongings—including 

his walking stick and spectacles—and a series of dollhouses and terracotta figures 

depicting episodes from his life. Gandhi’s room, preserved as it was, remains 

striking in its Spartan simplicity: just a mattress, pillow, low stool, and writing 

desk. 

From 1934 onwards, six attempts were made on Gandhi’s life. Finally, Nathuram 

Godse, a Hindu extremist, succeeded. Gandhi was shot while walking to his 

evening prayer meeting, at the spot where Martyr’s Column now stands. 
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On the very last day of his life, Gandhi was interviewed by Life magazine 

photographer Margaret Bourke-White. When she asked about his earlier wish to 

live until 125, he replied that he no longer held that hope: “Because of the terrible 

happenings in the world. I do not want to live in darkness.” His words seem 

tragically prophetic. 

The footsteps of Gandhi’s final walk to prayer have been marked with stone 

replicas—a moving reminder of that fateful evening. Such was the magnetism of 

the place that I found myself returning to Gandhi Smriti many times during my 

years in Delhi. 

Rajghat 

I have also visited Rajghat, Gandhi’s memorial, countless times. What continues 

to amaze me is the steady flow of people—Indians and foreigners alike—who 

gather there in silence. Why do so many ordinary people still come to his 

Samadhi, decades after his death? Perhaps because Gandhi speaks to something 

deeper in us that time cannot erase. 

Relevance of Gandhi 

My visits to places associated with Gandhi were never planned in sequence. Yet, 

looking back, they seem like a journey through his inner landscape. Gandhi 

seemed to outgrow every place he lived, each stage of his life unfolding like 

ripples in a pond. He was rooted in truth and non-violence, yet always 

questioning, reflecting, and learning from mistakes. 

He explored other religions through selective reading, dialogue, and discussions. 

He experimented with health, diet, and even with spinning—to create not just 

cloth but a symbol of dignity and self-reliance. His principle of Trusteeship offered 

a humane answer to inequality. His invention of Satyagraha gave moral force to 

political struggle. He drew strength from Kasturba, also his secretary, and 

countless women; and he deliberately included women, Dalits, Muslims, and 

indentured labourers in his struggles—turning them into mass movements. 

Yet, it saddens me that when I ask people about Gandhi, most say: “He was great, 

but he is no longer relevant.” In over a hundred government schools all over India 

I visited, hardly any student knew him. Many dismiss him as outdated in today’s 

technology-driven world. But they forget: technology is double-edged. It has given 

us comfort, but also weapons more destructive than ever before. Gandhi’s “seven 
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social sins”—Wealth without Work, Pleasure without Conscience, Knowledge 

without Character, Commerce without Morality, Science without Humanity, 

Worship without Sacrifice, and Politics without Principles—are perhaps even more 

relevant today. 

His stress on preventive health, education linked to livelihood, simplicity in living, 

respect for all faiths, compassion for the marginalized, prohibition, and moral 

integrity in public life—none of these have lost their relevance. The tension 

between individual and society, which has troubled humanity for ages, found in 

Gandhi a practical resolution through Trusteeship. It is difficult, yes; it demands 

self-discipline and courage. But dismissing him as irrelevant without trying to 

understand him is intellectual lassitude. 

Of course, Gandhi was human. He was obstinate about diet and medicine, often 

dominating over Kasturba and his children. His eldest son rebelled against him. He 

denied his children formal schooling. His views on caste, machinery, celibacy, and 

village development were criticized in his own lifetime, and his debates and 

differences with Dr. B.R. Ambedkar on the subject of reservation are well known. 

Yet, despite his flaws, Gandhi stands as a prophet of our times—one whose 

message transcends the century he lived in. 

On the day of his assassination, Dr. K. Bhaskaran Nair wrote in Mathrubhumi 

Weekly: 

“In the not-so-distant future, stories filled with compassion about this half-clad old 

man who travelled across India—served by mountains and oceans—wiping the 

tears of every fellow being, will delight our children. On silent winter nights, in 

distant villages, families will sit by the fireside under the gentle glow of the moon, 

remembering with folded hands the compassion of this man who admitted: ‘I am 

a scavenger.’” Indeed, Gandhi’s life was not just history. It was, and remains, a 

message for humanity. 
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