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    Introduction



    History is filled with unlikely heroes, and the child who was born on
    October 2, 1869, in India to a local politician and his fourth wife would
    rank among those who, it seemed, were destined to be ordinary. But in
    India, October 2 is now a holiday as the nation celebrates the birth of the
    man who led his country to freedom. Of course, not only was the birth of
    Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi unlikely to have been an indication of greatness
    but as India itself had been under British rule for centuries, the
    juxtaposition of that birth with Indian independence would have been
    inconceivable when he was born.



    Mohandas K. Gandhi, the Mahatma, the father of Indian independence, remains
    an enigma despite the fact that virtually everyone knows who he was. He
    grew up in a household with a politically active father and a religiously
    devout mother, but as a child, he displayed no particular brilliance. He
    went to school and gave no indication of academic promise. He studied law
    in England, did well, and returned to India where his law practice
    eventually failed. When he accepted a job in South Africa, it was because
    he had no other prospects.



    But it was in South Africa that the politics and religion of his upbringing
    blended together to transform him into a charismatic leader who supported
    the oppressed and the downtrodden. It was, in fact, in South Africa where
    he learned that, although he considered himself a citizen of the British
    Empire, the color of his skin meant that, to those in power, he was a
    second-class member of society.



    Refusing to accept this, Gandhi labored for over 20 years to bring justice
    to the Indian community in South Africa. And when he returned home, he did
    so as a political leader determined to fight for independence from Great
    Britain with the most unlikely weapon of all: nonviolence. Arrested and
    imprisoned numerous times, Gandhi was not defeated by the punishment that
    the authorities inflicted upon him because his lifestyle embraced
    asceticism and self-discipline. What could prison do to a man who fasted
    and prayed and was so committed to his beliefs that he would not strike out
    at his enemies?



    But for all of Gandhi’s successes, he did not get the united India that he
    wanted; the partitioning of the country into Hindu India and Muslim
    Pakistan was a grave disappointment to Gandhi, who treasured religious
    tolerance and diversity and wanted his nation to mirror the spiritual
    culture he sought. After his assassination, others took up the banner of
    nonviolent protest that he employed, bringing freedom to the downtrodden
    and justice to the subjugated.



    Gandhi’s legacy has influenced countries and individuals far distant in
    time and geography from India. In 2009, American President Barack Obama,
    when asked to name the one person he would choose to dine with, named
    Mohandas Gandhi. “He’s somebody I find a lot of inspiration in. He inspired
    Dr. King with his message of nonviolence. He ended up doing so much and
    changed the world just by the power of his ethics.”



Chapter One



    Growing up in India



    “Only this much I knew—that under ideal conditions, true education could be
    imparted only by the parents, and that then there should be the minimum of
    outside help.”



    —Mohandas K. Gandhi



    He was the youngest child born to Putlibai and Karamchand Uttamchand
    Gandhi, merchant caste Hindus who lived in Porbandar, a town on the coast
    of the Kathiawar Peninsula in western India. His father’s previous three
    wives had been disappointments in terms of their childbearing; the first
    two wives died young, and his third wife was childless. That wife gave him
    permission to remarry and the fourth time proved to be the charm. Putlibai,
    who was 13 years old when she married Karamchand Gandhi in 1857, gave birth
    to two sons and a daughter before Mohandas, the youngest, was born.



    Gandhi’s father, despite his lack of education, was a man of ability who
    worked as a prime minister to several different Indian princes. Karamchand,
    having only gone as far as elementary school, was said by Gandhi to have
    had no education except for experience. His mother was illiterate, but her
    piety would have a profound effect on her youngest son’s philosophical
    development. She followed a form of Hinduism which was influenced by
    Jainism, a theology that emphasized asceticism and nonviolence and the
    belief that all living creatures were precious and violence should not be
    done to any of them, no matter how insignificant they seemed to be in
    comparison to human beings. She prayed often, fasted frequently, and
    adhered resolutely to her spiritual vows.



    Even though her religious discipline was to have a significant effect on
    her son in later years, when he was young, he found religion dull and
    uninspiring. The elaborate Hindu temples struck him as excessive, and
    Gandhi admitted in later years that, as a child, he had leaned toward
    atheism.



    But he grew up in a region where religion was a vigorous influence upon
    people’s lives. Jainism was especially strong in the area where Gandhi was
    living. His father, Karamchand, was friends with Muslims, Jains, and
    Parsis, a mixture that inspired religious discussions in the home, and that
    tolerance in the Gandhi household would remain with him throughout his
    life.



    Gandhi’s father was a man of influence, and although the family was not
    wealthy, they were people of significance in their town. They owned
    multiple homes in their town as well as in the nearby cities of Rajkot and
    Kutiana. Gandhi grew up with a nurse to care for him, and he received a
    good education.



    Rajkot was not merely a place where the Gandhis had another home. Gandhi
    was just five years old when his father became a counselor to the ruler of
    the Indian state of Rajkot. Although the town was less significant than
    Porbandar, Rajkot did have the advantage of having a British agency located
    there. As the son of a man of influence in the area and a mother of strong
    religious beliefs, Gandhi’s childhood was the foundation for his future
    political and religious convictions which would guide his actions.



    Gandhi began his education at the age of nine years old, studying
    arithmetic, history, and geography. As a child
















Chapter Eight



    The Martyr of India, the Sage of the Twentieth Century



    “Friends and comrades, the light has gone out of our lives, and there is
    darkness everywhere, and I do not quite know what to tell you or how to say
    it. Our beloved leader, Bapu as we called him, the father of the nation, is
    no more.”



    — Jawaharlal Nehru



    Gandhi did not have long to enjoy the independence that he had been
    instrumental in bringing to India. On January 30, 1948, as he was on his
    way to a prayer meeting, an assassin fired three bullets at point-blank
    range, killing the revered leader. The shooter’s name was Nathuram Godse, a
    Hindu nationalist who did not attempt to escape and was arrested on the
    spot. His collaborators were arrested in the weeks that followed. Godse
    explained that he regarded Gandhi as responsible for the violence that had
    taken place during the partition into India and Pakistan. Gandhi, Godse
    felt, failed to react to the threat of Muslims. Godse was found guilty and
    executed the following year.



    Announcing Gandhi’s death, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru mourned the loss
    of Gandhi’s life, but also |mourned the fact that he would no longer be
    there for India’s leaders to go to when seeking his wise advice. “That is a
    terrible blow,” Nehru said, “not only for me, but for millions and millions
    in this country.”



    The funeral procession for Gandhi was five miles long, as more than two
    million mourners lined up to share the nation’s grief and to give honor to
    Gandhi’s memory. In accordance with Hindu tradition, Gandhi was cremated,
    and his ashes were put into urns for memorial services across India.



    Even in a tragedy of international significance, as Gandhi’s death was,
    there was political capital to be made and Nehru lost no time in doing so.
    Hindu nationalism, which had been the cause of Gandhi’s assassination, was
    seen as a weapon of division. The Congress Party called on Indians to honor
    the legacy of the Mahatma by working for peace and nonviolence. The
    Congress Party, although it mourned the loss of its long-time leader, was
    able to garner consolidation and support for its programs and establish its
    preeminence in politics. Gandhi as a symbol was useful for the Congress
    Party and for India. The new nation was forging its path after centuries of
    colonial domination, but they had the benefit of the memory of a strong
    leader whose commitment to the Indian people was never in doubt.



    Nehru said that Gandhi would no longer be available to offer advice and
    guidance to those who seek it, but his legacy contradicts that statements.
    In the 1950s and 1960s, in segregated America, Martin Luther King, Jr.
    called upon the lessons of nonviolent protest to bring civil rights reform
    for the nation’s African-Americans. Toward the end of the twentieth
    century, Nelson Mandela heeded the Mahatma’s call for nonviolence to put a
    stop to the apartheid rule which had kept black-skinned South Africans
    subjugated as a second-class race for so long, a state that Gandhi had
    known firsthand. In terms of peaceful protest, Mahatma Gandhi was the
    father of the twentieth century.



    It was, to be sure, a violent and rapacious century, one which stood out
    for the hideous evil which people and nations inflicted upon one another.
    But the work of Gandhi and King and Mandela, and all those who follow his
    principles of protest through peaceful means, is as much a beacon of the
    past century as the cruelty and barbarism are its darkness.



    Gandhi was a complicated man, not a saint. In his quest for a life of
    purity, he may have failed the people who were closest to him. He did not
    allow his sons to have a formal education, depriving them of the means to
    choose their own way of living. His eldest son, Harilal, was an alcoholic
    who was arrested for embezzlement. Gandhi eventually disowned this
    firstborn son, whose life was one of destitution and disgrace. Gandhi
    occupied a rarefied position in his public life; his children might have
    preferred a father who was not an icon, but Gandhi’s destiny was to father
    a nation.



    He spent his life seeking truth, and his practices and philosophies have
    proven to be timeless, as downtrodden people have embraced civil
    disobedience as a way to make their voices heard, to legitimize their
    cause, and to, ultimately, succeed in their just goals. He empowered people
    who thought they had no powerful weapons with which to fight, showing them
    that by enlisting their spiritual strength in a battle to achieve a noble
    end, they were stronger than an army, mightier than an empire. There is an
    irony in the fact that the twentieth century, which unleashed the most
    devastating weapons that human beings had ever used against one another,
    also nurtured the philosophy that nonviolence would succeed where clubs,
    bombs, and bullets would ultimately fail.



    When Time Magazine compiled a list of the people it described as
    the Children of Gandhi, the names tell the story of countries, causes, and
    lives that were forever altered by those who, in following the path of the
Mahatma, transformed the world: Benigno Aquino, Cesar Chavez, the 14th Dalai Lama, Martin Luther King, Jr., Aung San Suu Kyi, Nelson
    Mandela, and Desmond Tutu. Gandhi’s legacy lives on.


