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1)  BIRTH & CHILDHOOD 

 
In a small, white-washed house in Porbandar on the coast of Kathiawad in western India, 
Mohan Das Karamchand Gandhi was born on October 2, 1869.  His parents were Karamchand 
Gandhi and Putalibai.  He was small and dark, and looked no different from the millions of other 
children born in India.  Yet this was no ordinary child.  He was a fight and overcome a great 
empire and, without taking to arms, set his country free.  He was to be called the Mahatma, the 
Great Soul. Having led his people to freedom, he was to lay down his life for their sake. 
 
Porbandar is an old sea-port, overlooked by the distant Barda Hills.  Even in ancient days ships 
from far off lands went there totrade. It was the ancestral home of the Gandhi’s.  The 
grandfather and father of Mohandas were famous for their ability and for their upright 
character. 
 
Grandfather Uttamchand Gandhi who belonged to a humble family of merchants, become the 
Dewan of porbandar.  He was succeeded by his son Karamchand Gandhi populrlyknown as a 
kaba Gandhi.  Karamchand had very little formal education but his knowledge and experience 
made him a good administrator.  He was brave and generous.  He had however one fault a bad 
temper. 
 
Pulibai, karamchand Gandhi’s wife, was deeply religious.  Everyday she worshipped at the 
temple.  She was a lovable and strong willed woman widely respected for her wisdom and good 
sense.  People often sought her advice on various matters. 
 
Mohandas was the youngest of the six children of Kaba Gandhi.  He was the favourite child of 
the family and was called  Moniya bya his fond parents and their friends.  Moniya adored his 
mother. He loved his father too, but he was a little afraid of him. 
 
As a child, Moniya seldom liked to stay at home.  He would go home for his meals and then run 
away again to play outside.  If one of his brothers teased him or playfully pulled his ears he 
would run home to complain to his mother why did not you hit him? She would ask.    
 
How can you teach me to hit people , mother? Why should I hit mybrother? Why should I hit 
anyone? Would be moniya’s prompt reply. 
 
His mother wondered where her little son got such ideas.  Monia was just seven years old when 
father left porbandar to become the Dewan of Rajkot.  Moniya missed Porbandar t and he 
missed the blue sea and the ships in the harbor. 
 



At Rajkot he was sent to a primary school. He was shy and did not mix easily with the other 
children.  Every morning he went to school in time, and ran back home as soon as school was 
over.  His books were his sole companions andhe spent all his free time alone reading. 
 
He had onefriend, however, a boy named Uka, Uka was a sweeper-boy and an untouchable.  
One day Moniya was given some sweets.  He ran at once to Uka to share them with him. 
 
Don’t come near me little master, said Uka. 
Why not? Asked Moniya, great surprised.  Why can’t I come near you? 
I am an untouchable master, Uka replied. 
 
Moniya took hold of Uka’s hands and filed them with sweets. His mother saw this from a 
window, and she ordered Moniya to come in at once. 
Don’t you know that high caste Hindu shouldnevertouch an untouchable? She asked sternly, 
But why not mother? Asked Moniya 
Because our Hindu custom forbids it, she said.   
I don’t agree with you , mother.  I find nothing wrong in touching Uka.  He is not different from 
me is he? 
His mother had no answer. She angrily told him to go and have a bath and say his prayers. 
Karamchand Gandhi loved all his sons , but he was specially fond of the youngest.  He often said 
to him: You must go to high school and college and take up a profeasion. 
Moniya worked hard, and did his lessons carefully.  But he did not learning by heart and was 
therefore weak in Sanskrit.  Geometry he liked best because it involved reasoning. 
Once Maniya happened to read the story of shravan, shravan’s parents were old and blind, and 
he always carried them with him in two baskets slung on a yoke.  Maniya was deeply touched 
by shravana’s devotion to his old parents.  I must be like Shravana, he resoleved. 
At about this time he also saw a play about Harischandra, a king who was famous for his love of 
truth. 
Why should not we all be truthful like Harischandra?  He constantly asked himself. 
Mohandas was only thirteen when he was told that he was soon to be married.  His parent has 
already chosen his bride.  She lived in Porbandar and her name was Kasturibai.  She and 
Mohandas were about the same age. 
The wedding day approached.  Mohandaas was dressed in new clothes. Everyone was gaily 
dressed and the house was decked with flowers and banana leaves.  The bridegroom, 
accompanied by the wedding party, left for Porbandar. 
In the Bride’s home it was a day of great celebration.  There was singing and dancing and music.  
At the auspicious hour the bridegroom and party arrived. Kasturibai, dressed in red and wearing 
elegant Jewellery, was shybut attractive.  Amidst great rejoicing, Mohandas was married to 
Kasturbai.  The celebrations lasted a whole week and then the bride left her home in Porbandar 
and went with her husband to Rajkot. 
Kasturibai was pretty and lively girl.  Mohandas and she often played together.  Sometimes  
Mohandas tried to teach his young wife but she could never concentrate on books, though  she 
was quick to learn the household work. 



One day Mohands met sheik mehtab, a friend of his elder brother, sheik had a bad reputation.  
Mohandas knew this, yet he was much impressed by sheik because he was strong and tall. 
Sheik was a meat-eater and he often told Mohandas that aif he ate meat he would also grow 
tall and strong. 
There was also at that time a reform movement for a change in the orthodox ways of life.  
Mohandas himself had heard that many well-to-do people had started eating meat, so he tried 
meat.  He did not like the taste of meat but as time went on he started to like meat curies. 
Whenever Mohandas had a meat meal outside  he had to give his a mother some excuse for 
not eating his dinner. He me now that his parents would not forgive him if they knew he had 
eaten meat. He was not against eating meat then, but he was against telling a lie to his mother.  
This feeling was gnawing at his heart and finally he decided not to touch meat agin. 
Mohandas has also taken to smoking with sheik, his brother andanother relative. He had to 
pilfer small amounts of money here and there with which to buy cigarettes.    
 One day in order to pay off a debt which his brother had incurred, Mohandas stole a piece of 
gold.  Stealing was a great sin.  He knew that he had committed a great crime .  He resolved 
never in his life to steal again. He wrote down a confession of his crime and handed the paper 
to his ailing father. 
Karamchand Gandhi read the confession. He tore up th paper without saying a word.  The bits 
of paper felt to the floor.  He sank back on his bed with a sigh.  Mohandas left the room, tears 
streaming down his face. 
From that day, Mohandas loved his father more and more.  Every day he hurried home from 
school to wait on him.  His father’s codition grew worse and at length he died. The house was 
filled with sorrow. 
Mohandas was only sixteen when his father died.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Preparation for England: 
After passing his high school examination, Mohandas joined the samaldas college at 
bhagnagar,.  As he did not find the classes interesting, he returned home after the first term. 
 
There a big surprise awaiting him. His eldest brother and family friend suggested that 
Mohandas should go to England to study and become a barrister.  Mohandas was thrilled.  Here 
was a chance for him to see the world. 
 
But his mother did not like the idea of his going to England.  She did not want her youngest son 
to say away from her. There was also the problem of money. Moreover she feared that 
Mohandas would lose his caste if he crossed the ocean.;  The family friend assured her that 



there would be no much difficulty and everything would be all right.  But his mother was still 
opposed to the idea. 
 
I know many reasons why it is dangerous for a Hindu to leave India, she explained to him.  You 
will have to eat meat.  They drink wine there and you will be tempted to drink wine.  Then you 
might fall into bad company, and there are many other temptations which may spoil you. 
 
No mother, said Mohandas.  I am no longer a child.  I can look after myself. 
He pleaded with her to allow him to go, and he took a vow not to eat meat not to drink, and not 
to touch a woman and not to touch a woman. 
 
Putlibai at last gave in and allowed him to go to England.  When he left Rajkot for Bombay 
because he had to leave behind his mother, his wife, and his son who was only a few months 
old. 
 
On September, 4, 1888, Mohandas left Bombay for England.  Dressed in western style, he stood 
on the deck as the ship slowly steamed out of the harbour. He was sad but he was also excited. 
 
Mohandas never forget his first morning on board. He wore  black suit, a white shirt, a stiff 
collar pinched him.  It was quite a job to knot his tie property . The tight, short coat also made 
him ill at ease.  He thought that Indian dress was much more comfortable.  Yet a glance in the 
mirror made him feel proud of himself.  He thought he looked very impressive. 
 
Mohandas was shy.  He rarely left his cabin.  He even ate his food there alone.  He was not sure 
of all those unknown dishes served on the shop.  He thought they might contain meat.  He did 
not wish to break his vow to his mother, so he lived mainly on the sweets he had taken with 
him. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IN ENGLAND: 
 
On leading at Southampton he looked around.  He saw that all the people were in dark clothes, 
wearing bowler hats and carrying overcoats flung over their arms.. Mohandas was embarrassed 
to find that he was the only one weaving white flannels. 
 
In London he stayed at first at the Victoria Hotel.  Dr P J Mehta, a friend of The Gandhi family, 
was the first to meet him.   Mohandas was impressed with Dr Mehta’s silk top hat.  Out of 
curiosity, he passed his hand over it and disturbed the pile of the silk.  Dr Mehta then gave him 
his first lesson in European manners. 
 



Do not touch other people’s things he said.  Do not ask questions as we do in India when we 
meet some one for the first time.  Do not talk loudly.  Never address people as ‘sir’ whilst 
speaking to them, as we do in India.  Only servants and subordinates address their masters in 
the way. 
 
Young Gandhi found everything around him strange.  He was homesick.  He almost starved until 
he discovered a vegetarian restaurant.  Struggling to learn westerners and customs, he rented a 
suite of rooms.  He bought wel-tailored clothes and a top hat. He spent a lot of time before the 
mirror, parting his straight hair and fixing his tie.  He took lessons in dancing, but soon gave ii up 
as he had no sense of rhythm.  He tried his hand at playing the violin, but failed.  He took 
lesions in French and elocution, but went to sleep. 
 
His attempt to be an Englishman lasted about three months.  The he gave up the idea.  He 
converted himself into a serious student.   
 
I have changed my way of life, he told a friend. All this foolishness is at an end.  I am living in 
one room and cooking my own food.  Hereafter I shall devote ally my time to study. 
 
His meals were simple. He avoided expenditure on transport and went on foot everywhere in 
London. He started to keep an account of every penny he spent.  Mohandas joined the London 
Vegetarian society and soon found himself in its executive council.  He wrote articles for the 
magazine vegetarian. 
 
The bar examination did not require much study and Gandhi had ample time to spare. Oxford 
or Cambridge was out of the question because it meant a long course and much expense. 
 
He therefore decided to appear for the London matriculation examination. It meant hard work, 
but he liked hard work. He passed in French, English, and chemistry but failed in Latin. He tried 
again, and this time passed in Latin too. Meanwhile he progressed in his study of law; and in 
November, 1888 was admitted to the inner temple. 
 
It was the tradition of the inns our court for the students to dine together at least six times 
each year. The first time Gandhi dinned with his fellow students, he felt shy and nervous. He 
was sure that the boys would make fun of him for refusing meat and wine. When wine was 
offered, he said, No, thank you. 
 
When Gandhi replied that he never touched wine, the boy shouted to is friend By Jove, fellows 
we are in luck to have this chap sitting with us.  That gives us an extra half bottle. 
 
You can have my share of roast, too;. Gandhi told them looking quite content with his breath, 
boiled potatoes, and cabbage. He was pleasantly surprised to find that his queer habits did not 
make him unpopular.  The next time he went for the dinner, he had a pile of law books with 
him.  He was taking the books to his room to study. 
 



Gandhi, said the student you are not really going through this stuff, are you? 
 
Look, you chaps, he cried he is. 
 
Actually reading Roman law in Latin! 
 
The students laughed.  One of them said, Let me tell you, Gandhi I passed the last examination 
in Roman law by spending two weeks on a printed summery. 
Why do you slave at it like this? 
 
Gandhi explained to his light hearted friends that he worked so hard for sheer interest in the 
subject, and that he wanted to acquire knowledge for its own sake. 
 
After a short trip to France he prepared for the Final law examination.  The results were soon 
declared. He had passed with high marks.  On June10th, 1891, he was called to the bar. He was 
admitted as a barrister and the next day was formally enrolled in the High Court. The following 
day, June, 12 he sailed for India. 
 
Gandhi’s three-year stay in England was eventful.  Those were days of great intellectual activity, 
and there was tolerance for every school of thought.  The country as whole was a living 
university.  As Gandhi sailed for home on the s.s. Assam, he felt that next to India, he would 
rather live in England than in any other place in the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
BACK TO INDIA; 
 
As his ship steamed into Bombay harbor Gandhi saw his brother waiting at the quayside.  He 
ran down the gangway to meet him. As they exchanged greetings Mohandas noticed that his 
brother looked sad. 
 
You have bad news for me? He asked. 
 
Yes, his brother replied with tears in his eyes.  We did not want to disturb you during your 
examinations. Our dear mother, she died a few weeks back. 
 



Mohandas was shocked.  His mother had meant so much to him.  He had come back to tell her 
that he had kept the promises he had made before he went abroad, but now she was no more;. 
What a sad home-coming. 
 
At Rajkot, he set up practice as a barrister, soon however he was disgusted with the greed and 
pettiness that he found among the lawyers.  Gandhi realized that it was difficult for the poor 
and the humble to get justice from the courts of Law.  He was not happy with his life at Rajkot 
and he longed to get away. 
 
It was then that an offer came to him to go to South Africa on behalf of Doda Abdullah & co. 
who owned big business concerns there.  They had filed a suit against another firm for four 
hundred thousand dollars.  The wanted Gandhi to take up the case because he spoke English 
well and knew English law.  In addition to arguing their case  they wanted him to handle the 
firm’s correspondence in English.  His services were required for one year and the company 
promised to pay a handsome fee and the first-class return fare. 
 
The opportunity to see a new country and new people excited Gandhi and he accepted the 
offer.  
 
It was painful for him to be parted from Kasturbai again so soon but he was determined to go.  
In April 1893 he left Bombay for South Africa. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IN SOUTH AFRICA: 
 
It was a long journey from India to South Africa.  Gandhi reached the port of Natal towards the 
end of May 1893.  The first thing he noticed was that the Indians there were treated with little 
respect. Within a week of his arrival in 
Durban, he visited the court with Abdulla Seth of Dada, Abdulla & Co.  
 
No sooner had sat down than the magistrate pointed his plump finger at him 
 



You must remove your turban, he said sternly 
 
Gandhi was surprised.  He looked round and saw several Mohammedans and parsees wearing 
turbans.  He could not understand why he was singled out to be rebuked. 
 
Sir, he replied I see no reason why I should remove my turban.  I refuse to do so. 
 
You will please remove it. The magistrate roared. 
 
At this Gandhi left the court. 
 
Abdulla ran after him into the corridor and caught his arm. 
 
You don’t understand he said. I will explain why these while-skinned people behave like this. 
 
Abdulla continued: They consider Indians inferior and address them as coolie or sami.  Parsees 
and mohammedans are permitted to wear turbans as their dress is thought to be religious 
significance. 
 
Gandhi’s ark eyes flashed with anger. 
 
The magistrate insulted me, he said, Any such rule is an insult to a free man. I shall write at 
once to the Durban press to protest against such insulting rules. 
 
And Gandhi did write.  The letter was published and it received unexpected publicity.  However 
some papers describe Gandhi as an unwelcome visitor. After a week in Durban, he left for 
Pretoria to attend to the case for which he had been engaged .  With a first class ticket he 
boarded the train.  At the next stop an Englishman got into his compartment. 
 
He looked at a Gandhi with contempt, called the conductor, and said Take this coolie out and 
put him in the place where he belongs.  I will not travel with a coloured man. 
 
Yes, said the conductor 
 
He then turned to Gandhi, Hey sami, he said come along with me to the next compartment. 
 
No, I will not said Gandhi calmly. I was sold a first class ticket and I have every right to be here. 
 
A constable was called  in and he pushed Gandhi out with bag and baggage.  The train steamed 
away leaving him on the platform. He spent the night  shivering in the dark waiting room. 
 
Gandhi took this experience to heart and resolved that, whatever the cost might be, he would 
fight all such injustices.  He sent a not of protest to the General manager of the railway, but the 
official justified the conduct of his men. 



 
Further trouble was in store for Gandhi on this journey to Pretoria.  He had to travel by stage-
coach from Charlestown to Johannesburg.  Though he had a first class ticket the white 
conductor would not allow him to sit inside the coach. 
 
You barrister collie, he sneered, you cannot sit inside with the white passengers.  
Ticket or no ticket sit outside on the coach-box.  That is my usual place but I will give it to you 
and take your seat inside. 
 
Gandhi was enraged at this insult, but with a heavy heart he climbed up on the seat behind the 
driver.  He was in no mood for a fight just then. 
 
When the stage coach stopped to change horses, the conductor came up to Gandhi again. 
 
Hey sami, You sit below.  I want to smoke up here he said 
 
And he spread a dirty sack on the step below for Gandhi to sit on, Gandhi flared up at this.  
 
I had a first class ticket which entitled me to sit inside, he said.  You made me sit here, now you 
want me to sit at your feet No, I will not do so. 
 
You will have to, yelled the conductor and he began to porch Gandhi and tried to drag him 
down.  Gandhi resisted.  He held on to the fail, but another blow nearly knocked him down.   
  
Some of the passengers in the coach began to shout 
Stop that leave him alone, conductor, they cried 
He is in the right. Let him come here with us. 
 
The conductor was forced to let him alone. 
 
Gandhi reached Johannesburg the next night, shaken by the incidents on the way. He had 
address of the Muslim merchants house there, but as it was rather late at night he took  a cab 
to the Grand National Hotel. 
 
The hotel manager took a good look at him and said sorry, there is no room vacant to night. 
 
Gandhi knew that he was denied a room only because of his dark skin.  Now there was no 
alternative but to go to the merchant’s house, so he went there to spend the night. 
 
The next day he bought a first-class ticket and continued his journey by train to Pretoria. 
 
The only other passenger in the compartment was a well dressed Englishman.  As Gandhi 
entered, the newcomer, and continued reading.  A little later the conductor came in.  Gandhi 
quickly showed him his  first-class ticket. 



 
Your ticket does not matter, sami, growled the conductor.  Go to go the third class at once. 
 
Before Gandhi could reply the Englishman flung down his paper and glared at the conductor. 
 
What do you mean by harassing this gentlemen? He said vehemently.  His ticket gives him a 
right to be here.  Turing to Gandhi he said Make yourself comfortable just where you are. 
 
Thanking him warmly, Gandhi settled down with a book. 
 
It was late in the evening when the train pulled into Pretoria.  There was nobody to meet 
Gandhi at the station, so he had to spend the night in a hotel. 
 
The next day a friend moved Gandhi to a house where he lived as a lodger.  There he began his 
study of the Abdulla law suit.  Even while he was engaged on it, he found time to call a meeting 
of the Indians in Pretoria. 
 
This he did with the help of Tyeb Haji Khan Muhammad, an influential Indian merchant.  Only a 
handful of Indian attended it.  It was the first time Gandhi had addressed a meeting. 
 
There was too much division among us, he said Why should we be kept apart by differences in 
birth, family, caste and religion? Let us form a league representing every group  and keep the 
government informed of our difficulties and out needs. 
 
The audience listened to him with great interest.  It was decided to hold regular meetings of all 
the Indians in Pretoria. 
Meanwhile Gandhi was entrusted with the task of translating into English all the 
correspondence exchanged between Dada Abdulla & Com. And the rival party.  After studying 
all the facts, he was convinced that this clients’ claim was just. He knew, however, that if the 
case was taken to court it would drag on for a long time, so he called together representatives 
of both parties. 
 
Why don’t you choose a good man, whom you both trust, to arbitrate between you? He said. 
 
The representatives listened to him with great attention.  They were astonished at this new 
idea he put forward.  This young man was not the kind of lawyer 
They were familiar with but they appreciated his stand and agreed to his suggestion. 
 
An arbitrator was appointed, and he gave his award in favour of  
Gandhi’s client, Dada Abdulla & Co. 
 
Although they had won, Gandhi persuaded his clients to be lenient with their opponent, but the 
triumph of good sense and humanity. 
 



In the Orange free State Indian had been deprived of all their rights by a law enacted in 1888.  
They could stay there only if they did menial work.  Traders were sent away with nominal 
compensation. 
 
Under the law passed in 1886, Indians who wanted to live in the Transvaal were forced to pay 
an annual poll-tax of pound 3 per head.  There they were not allowed to possess land except in 
locations set part for them.  They had no franchise.  If they wanted to go out of their houses 
after 9 pm, they had to carry a permit with them.  They were not allowed to remove their 
grievances. 
 
He often went out for an evening walk with an English friend Mr Coates and he rarely reached 
home before 10 pm He had obtained a letter from the state attorney allowed him to be out of 
doors at any time without police interference. One evening Gandhi was alone, walking at his 
usual brisk pace, when he was suddenly attacked and knocked down He was injured.  He 
struggled to his to face a police constable. 
 
That will teach you obey the law, shouted the policeman.  No Indian has the right to walk past 
the President’s house.  Didn’t you know that? The Policeman kicked him. 
 
Gandhi are you hurt? Asked a familiar, friendly voice.  It was Mr coats. He happened to be 
passing that way when he saw Gandhi being attacked.  Mr Coates warned the policeman. 
 
This man is my friend a distinguished lawyer. He said. If he brings a complaint against you I shall 
be his witness. 
 
Then he turned to his friend and said, I am very sorry Gandhi, that you have been so rudely 
assaulted. 
 
You need not be sorry, said Gandhi. How is the poor man to know? All coloured people are the 
same to him. I have made it a rule not to go to court in respect of any personal grievance. 
 
Just like you.  Said Coates. Who was still very angry at the policeman’s behavior. 
 
Coates turned again to the policeman and said You should tell an Indian politely what the 
regulations are not knock him down. 
 
Never mind, Said Gandhi, I have already forgiven him. 
 
Now that the Abdulla case had been settled.  Gandhi though there was no need for him to stay 
on the South Africa. Towards the end of 1893 he went back to Durban to book his passage in 
India.  Abdulla arranged a farewell party in his honour. 
 
While going through the newspapers that day, Gandhi was surprised to read that a bill was 
pending before the Natal Legislative Assembly which would deprive Indian of the right to elect 



members to the assembly.  Here too they would be disfranchised.  He brought this to the notice 
of the people gathered there for the party.   
 
What do we understand about such matters? Abdulla seth said. We only understand things that 
affect our trade. 
 
This bill, if it passes into law will make out lot extremely difficult, Gandhi said gravely. It is the 
first nail in our coffin.  It strikes at the very root of our self-respect. 
 
The Indians now realized what was at stake; but they were unable to decide what to do.  They 
requested Gandhi to postpone his departure and help them.  He agreed to stay on for another 
month and organize resistance to the new bill. Late that night the Indian held a meeting in 
Abdulla Seth’s house under the president’s hip of Seth Haji Muhammad, the most influential 
Indian merchant there. They resolved to oppose the franchise Bill  with all their strength.  
Telegrams were went to the speaker of the Assembly and discussion on the bill. The speaker 
promptly replied that the discussion would be put for two days. 
 
The Natal Indians then drew up a petition to the Legislative Assembly pleading against the bill.  
This was followed up by another petition    to Lord Rippon the then Secretary of state for the 
colonies.  This was signed by more than ten thousand Indians.  Copies of the petition were 
circulated in South Africa, England and India.  There was much sympathy for the Natal Indians’ 
Plight, but the campaign had started too late to stop the bill becoming law. 
However the campaign did do some good.  For the first time, the people of India came to know 
of ht conditions in Natal.  An even more important result was the new spirit that now awakened 
the Indians in South Africa. 
 
The Natal Indians pressed Gandhi to remain and guide them for a little longer.  Gandhi told 
them that he was prepared to stay on if the Indian community would provide him with 
sufficient legal work.  They gladly agreed to do this. Twenty merchants turned over all their 
legal business to him. 
 
When Gandhi applied for enrolment as an attorney to argue cases in court the entire bar, 
composed of white lawyers, strongly opposed him.  The supreme court of Natal overruled the 
objection, however and he was allowed to practice.   
 
Soon Gandhi became one of the busiest lawyers in Durban; but to him law was a subordinate 
occupation.  His main interest was his public work.  He felt that merely sending in petitions and 
protests would not help the Indian much.  A sustained agitation was necessary. 
 
So he proposed the formation of a permanent organization to safeguard the interest of Indian.  
A meeting was called to discuss this matter.  The spacious shall in Dada Abdulla’s house was 
packed to the full. It was there on that occasion, that the Natal Indian Congress was formed.  
 



In 1894 the Natal government sought to impose an annual poll-tax on the indentured Indians.  
These were laborers who had been recruited from India on a five-year contract,  but on 
starvation wages.  Under the contract they could not leave their employer.  They were treated 
practically as slaves. 
 
These men lad been taken to South Africa to help the white colonizers in agricultural work.  The 
Indians did more than had been expected of them.  They worked hard, purchased land and 
started cultivating their own fields.  Their enterprise did not end there.  They soon built houses 
and raised themselves far above the status of laborers.  The white people did not like this.  They 
wanted the Indian workers to return to India at the end of the contract period.  To make things 
much harder for them the government now imposed an annual poll-tax of Pound 25. 
 
The Natal Indian Congress started a strong agitation this.  Later at the invention of lord Elgin, 
then viceroy of India, the tax was reduced to pound 3.  Still Gandhi considered it an atrocious 
tax, unknown any where else in the consideredit an atrocious tax, unknown anywhere else in 
the world.  The Natal Indian Congress continued its agitation, but it was twenty years before 
the poo-tax was finally withdrawn.   
 
Gandhi had spent three years in South Africa. He was now a well-known figure. Everyone 
recognized his frockcoat and turban.  And his practice was well established.  He realize that was 
in for a long stay. He knew that the people there wanted him with them, so in 1896 he asked 
their permission to go home and bring his wife and children to South Africa. Besides a visit to 
India would be useful in gaining more support for the Indians in South Africa.  He had arranged 
his work so well that he could look forward to six month’s leave. 
 
INDIAN NATIONAL CONGRESS:  
 
On his arrival in India Gandhi went on a tour of the country.  The annual meeting of the Indian 
National Congress was being held in Calcutta under the president ship of Dinshaw Wacha.  
Gandhi attended the session.  It was his first contact with the congress which he was lead so 
gloriously in the future.  
 
The Indian National Congress was the only organization which gave the people of India a chance 
to express their political views.  It was an influential body as many important Indians were 
members but its decisions had little effect on the government. 
 
At the Calcutta session in 1901 Gandhi had an opportunity to meet congress leaders like sir 
Pherozeshan Mehta, Lokamanya BG tilak  G K gokhale and others. 
 
He was not impressed with the way the congress was functioning.  He noticed a lack of unity 
among the delegates. Moreover while they spoke English and affected the style of westerners 
in their dress and talk they did not seem to bother about essential things like good sanitary 
facilities in the camp.  Gandhi wanted to teach them a lesson. On his own he quietly started 
cleaning the bathroom and latrine. No one volunteered to join him. 



why do you undertake an untouchable’s job? They asked. 

Because the caste people have made this an untouchable place, replied Gandhi  

From Calcutta Gandhi traveled round India by train.  As he moved from place to place, he was 
shocked to see the life of the common people the famished ignorant and neglected masses. His 
heart was filled with sadness and anger.  

Gandhi settled down in Bombay and started practice as a lawyer. He did well much better than 
he had expected.  In December, 1902, however, a cable reached him from South Africa 
requesting him to return as promised. Joseph Chamberlain, the Colonial secretary was arriving 
from London on a visit to Natal and the Transvaal and the natal Indian congress wanted Gandhi 
to present their case to him. 

AGAIN IN SOUTH AFRICA: 

Gandhi kept his promise. He reached natal in time to lead the Indian deputation but the 
colonial secretary gave the deputation a cold reception. The Indians felt disheartened. From 
Natal, Mr chamberlain proceeded to the Transvaal.  The Indians there also wanted Gandhi to 
present their grievances to him. 

 

Before the Boer war, Indians had been free to enter Transvaal  at any time, but now they had to 
obtain a permit from the newly created Asiatic department. The new rule was designed to 
separate Indians from the whites.  The get a permit was no easy matter. 

The officers of the Asiatic Department did their best to prevent Gandhi from entering the 
Transvaal but he had his way in the end. He got a permit and went to Pretoria. He was not 
allowed however to lead a deputation and present the memorandum he had drafted.  Gandhi 
now decided to stay in he Transvaal and fight the colour bar which was taking such ugly shape 
there. He realized that now he would not be able to leave the country as he had hoped to do.  
He therefore settled down and prepared to do his utmost  for the cause of the coloured people 
particularly his countrymen. 

He was enrolled in the  Supreme Court at Johannesburg.  He rented a place and established his 
office.  He made good earnings from his practice, but his heart was his office, He made good 
earnings from his practice, but his heart was in the services of the people. 

Meanwhile he continued his experiments with vegetarianism.  He gave up all luxuries and 
pleasures.  His idea was to tune his physical body to his spiritual self. 

It was at this time that a friend, Madanjit, came to Gandhi with a proposal to start a journal 
called Indian Opinion.  Gandhi like the idea and in 1904 the journal was launched. Manukhlal 
Naazar was the editor. Gandhi helped the journal generously contributing money from his own 
earnings.  He also organized the work and wrote and the editorial column. 



The journal published every week in Gujarati and English, reflected his ideals and gave the 
Indian readers a liberal education.  With absolute frankness Gandhi pointed out to them their 
failings and prejudices.  Indian opinion also gave the Europeans a correct picture of the 
difficulties faced by the Indian in South Africa. 

After the rains in 1904 there was a sudden outbreak of plague in one of the gold mining areas 
near Johannesburg.  It soon spread to the Indian quarters.  Gandhi rushed to the spot and 
organized preventive measures.  With the help of friends, he set up improvised hospitals and 
looked after the sick. 

Another thing that happened that year was that Gandhi met HSL polka, then a sub-editor of the 
Critic.  The two soon became fast friend as there outlook on life was similar.  

Polak presented to Gandhi a copy of a book by John Ruskin called  unto this last.  This book on 
economics presented many new ideas and it influenced Gandhi a great deal.  He then hit upon 
the idea of strting a farm and founding a community with a true sense of Brotherhood.  His 
friends supported the project enthusiastically. 

About a hundred acres of land were acquired at a place called Phoenix near Durban, and a farm 
was set up. In the beginning six families were settled there.  Indian Opinion was moved to 
Phonix, complete with press and office.  Members of any race could freely go and life there, 
cultivating the soil or working at the press. 

Gandhi however could stay in the Phoenix settlement only for brief periods.  His headquarters 
were at Johannesburg where he continued his practice as lawyer.  He knew that it would not be 
possible to return to India in the near future so he decided to send for Kastubai and the 
children.  They soon joined him. 

Whenever he found time he undertook the task of educating his three sons.  He also pursued 
the experiments with his diet.  I intend to be the ruler of my body, he would say the spirit can 
only rule me if I free of earthly wants. 

Coffee and tea were given up.  Milk went next.  Sometimes he would fast, taking only water.  
Kasturbai watched all this silently. She knew it was useless to argue with her husband on such 
matters. 

In 1906 the Zulu Rebellion broke out in Natal. It was a no-tax campaign.  The Zulus were oily 
asserting their rights but the whites got panicky and declared war against the Zulus. 

Gandhi’s sympathies were with the Zulus, but they were fighting against the British and Gandhi 
believed that the British Empire existed for the welfare of the world.  He considered it his duty 
to help the British.  He offered to form an Indian  Ambulance Corps.  The authorities accepted 
the offer. 

The Indian Ambulance Corps was formed.  It consisted of a squad of twenly-four men, and was 
in active service for six weeks nursing and looking after the wounded. 



Gandhi realized that the whites were determined to enforce the tax on the unwilling Zulus.  
They wanted to put down all resistance and deny the coloured people their rights in their own 
land. 

The Zulu Rebellion was finally over and Gandhi returned to Johannesburg.  His presence was 
needed there to look after of oppression from the white settlers.   

ASSAULT: 

In August 1906 an ordinance was issued by the Transvaal Government requiring all Indians-men 
women and all children to register themselves and obtain a personal certificate bearing name 
and thumb impression. This card was to be carried by all individuals at all times and must be 
shown on demand.  Anyone failing to produce the certificate was liable to be fined, imprisoned, 
or deported. The police even had orders to enter private houses and check certificates. 

This is too much to bear, Gandhi told his co-workers, if we meekly submit it wll spell absolute 
ruin for us in South Africa.  We must take action immediately if we are to live here. 

The Indians decided not to submit to this humiliating and insulting measure.  They must fight it.  
But how? 

Gandhi saw here the need of passive resistance or Satyagraha.  First, he said they must be 
prepared to observe absolute non-violence.  The authorities would take all measures to put 
down the agitation. They might use violence, arrest people and send them to jail, but all must 
faced without resistance. 

Merely disobeying the Government’s laws will not be enough.  Gandhi said you must have no 
hatred in your hearts.  And you must cast away all fear. 

The government ignored all Indian protests against the ordinance and it came into force.  The 
Indian decided to disobey the provisions of the Black Act. Hundreds of Indians were arrested 
tried, and imprisoned.  They all pleaded guilty and went to jail without putting up any defense.  

Gandhi too was imprisoned.  Then one day he was taken out of prison and sent to Pretoria to 
see General Smuts. 

This movement you have started, Smuts said must obey the law. 

I would rather die than submit to the law, Gandhi replied.  It is meant to humiliate the Indians. 

After some argument, however they reached a compromise Gandhi promised to end the 
Satyagraha if the Black Act was repeated and the prisoners released.  Smuts agreed to do this 
provided the Indian would register of their own accord.  On this agreement, they parted. 

Back in Johannesburg, Gandhi called a meeting of the Indians. 



We musts now register voluntarily to show that we do not intend to bring a single Indian to the 
Transvaal by fraud, he said. If we show out goodwill by prompt registration, General Smuts will 
see that the Black Act is repealed. 

Most of the Indian agreed with Gandhi but a Parthian named Mir Air Alam shouted at him.  It 
was you who told us that finger prints were required only from criminals.  It was you who said 
must disobey the Black Act. How does all that fit into your attitude today? 

Early the next morning Gandhi with his fellow satyagrahis, set out for the registration office.  
But on the way Mir Alam attacked him with a heavy stick.  Gandhi fell down unconscious, Mr 
Alam and his associate went on beating him until he was rescued by some friends.  When 
Gandhi recovered consciousness, he found himself on a coach in the house of an Englishman 
whom he hardly know. 

Struggling to sit up Gandhi said in a weak voice, Do not blame Mir Alam for he did not 
understand. 

Then he insisted that a clerk from the registration office should come to take his thumb 
impression and make out his certificate, in this way Gandhi was duly registered.  Many Indians 
followed Gandhi by registering voluntarily.   

But General Smuts did not repeal the Black Act. 

The Indian disappointed at the Government’s attitude demanded a return of their applications 
for the voluntary registration. Still the Transvaal Government did not budge. 

Gandhi who had by then recovered from his injuries, gave an ultimatum : If the Black Act is not 
repealed before a fixed date, the certificated collected by the Indians will be burnt. 

When he found that the Government ignored this threat, Gandhi started aohter Satyagraha 
movement.  A big bonfire was lit and more than two thousand certificates were burnt.  Many 
Indians openly crossed the border into the Transvaal, where their presence was illegal.  Gandhi 
and many of his compatriots were imprisoned several times in the course of the agitation.  
When Gandhi came out of jail for the third time, the Indians held a meeting and decided to 
send a deputation to England to acquaint the British Government with the real situation in 
South Africa.  Gandhi and Seth Haji Habib were asked to go London and present the grievances 
of the Indians.  Accordingly they went but the mission was a failure.  They returned with grim 
determination to fight to the bitter end. 

Gandhi then made a big decision. He gave up his practice as a lawyer.  He felt he could not go 
on earning his living by law when he was defying its.    

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

TIME LINE 

1915  Mahatma Gandhi returns from South Africa 

1917  Champaran movement 

1918 Peasant movements in Kheda (Gujarat) and workers’ movement in Ahmadabad 

1919 Rowlatt Satyagraha (March-April) 

1921 Non-cooperation and Khilafat movements 

1928 Peasant movement in Bardoli 

1929 Purna Swaraj accepted as Congress goal at the Lahore Congress (December) 

1930 Civil Disobedience Movement begins, Dandi March (March, April) 

1931 Gandhi Irwin Pact (March) Second Round Table conference ( December) 

1935. Government of India Act promises some form of representative government  

1939  Congress ministries resign 

1942  Quit India Movement begins (August) 

1946 Mahatma Gandhi visits Noakhali and other riot-torn areas to stop communal 
violence  

 
  



  





 


