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Kasturba Gandhi, Mahatma Gandhi And The
Kasturba Gandhi National Memorial Trust

[ Sukanya Bharatram J

The Kasturba Gandhi National Memorial Trust
(KGNMT) was established in 1945 by Mahatma
Gandhi in the memory of his wife Kasturba, following
her death in the Aga Khan Palace prison, in Pune, in
February 1944. Despite a long illness she had refused
to be released from imprisonment.

Mahatma Gandhi decided that the indomitable
yet gentle spirit of Kasturba would best be honoured
by reaching out to the needy women and children
in villages across India, in order to give them self
reliance and as a result create a just and balanced
society. This was also in harmony with Gandhiji’s
vision of Sarvodaya — a new awakening in the
consciousness of Man to live in harmony with nature
and all forms of life.

The establishment of The Kasturba Gandhi
National Memorial Trust is set against the backdrop
of the history of India’s freedom struggle. Eminent
people as well as the anonymous masses mobilised
their resources to set up this organisation, with its
Headquarters in Kasturbagram, Indore.

The Deed Of Settlement of the Trust, dated 1945,
is a historic document. The first Chairperson was
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi. The original 26
Trustees were all stalwarts of the independence
movements, amongst them Chakravarti
Rajagopalachari (who became the first Indian
Governor General of India), Dr S. Radhakrishnan
and Dr Zakir Hussain (both subsequently Presidents
of India), Shri GD Birla, Mr JRD Tata, Shri Kasturbhai
Lalbhai, and Smt Sarojini Naidu. Shri Vallabh Bhai
(Sardar) Patel was the Chairman after Gandhiji’s
assassination, till his own death in 1950.

Mahatma Gandhi’s life - his mind, his actions,
everything about him is a subject of discussion. He
had a view on everything and wrote extensively. He
was never afraid of espousing a view yet if he felt
that somewhere he had erred he would admit it
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and in fact many times he changed his position on
issues and topics - always giving a cogent and lucid
argument. This was a disarming trait and as a result
it was difficult to second guess him. He was a product
of his time but he became through his own constant
unrelenting inner search a figure that is timeless, a
figure that belongs to the whole world and to the
whole of humanity.

Gandhiji could not have been the Mahatma if it
had not been for Kasturba - and about her he said
“I learnt the lesson of non-violence from my wife
Kasturba”.

Yet Gandhiji remains - for me at least - a mystery.
He cannot be pigeonholed into an ism. His
autobiography ‘My Experiments with Truth’, which
although extremely candid and brutal in its honesty,
does not explain his ability to mobilize public
opinion, garner support, influence masses as well
as individuals. He must have been brilliant and
definitely possessed of immense charisma. When
did Gandhiji realise his destiny? Was it as a child
when he confessed to his father about stealing some
money, or was it later as a disenchanted lawyer in
Rajkot when he refused to be a part of the political
intrigues in the Kathiawar Court? Was it in the U.K.
when he steadfastly stuck to the vow he made to
his mother - no alcohol, no women, no meat. Or
was it on the train at Pietermaritzburg? We don’t
know and we shall never know.

However, if Gandhi the phenomenon is a mystery,
then the woman, Kasturba, who stood shoulder to
shoulder with him from the age of 13 till her death
is a source of fascination. In June, 1947 Gandhiji
commented “it is because of her that today | am
what | am”. He had earlier, said “if | had to choose
a companion for myself after life, | would only choose
Ba”.

Kastur was unschooled, yet after her death
w3 - 024




Gandhiji would write:

“In the current sense of the word, she was
uneducated, but to my mind she was a model of
education”.

Just as | wondered earlier about Mohandas, |
also wonder about Kastur - what were her thoughts
every time her husband responded to the call of his
conscience or when he tried to mould her to his
wishes. He was a hard task master and he most
certainly denied her the traditional life that she
must have envisaged for herself. Their life together
was from the start marked by departures and
separations. How much she was consulted in these
decisions in the first phase of their marriage we do
not know. We do not know for instance what she
went through when he left for England in 1888 to
become a Barrister, although she sobbed
inconsolably.

Gandhiji came back to India in 1891 - and found
work first in Bombay and then in Rajkot - he could
not adjust to the practices of corruption and
subservience that existed and when the opportunity
of work presented itself in South Africa - he set sail,
leaving Kasturba and their 2 eldest sons, Harilal
and Manilal. This was in 1893.

AgainKastur and her husband were separated
and when Mohandas came back to India in 1896, to
bring his family back to SA, he must have been a
totally different person. He had faced racism,
violence. His “religious quest was awakened”
(Mohandas p74) in this period and he had embarked
upon political activism. And he had in a short time
become a champion for those who were
discriminated by racial laws and he had made a
name for himself. He was only 27 years old. He was
earning well.

We do not know how Kasturba dealt with the
unfamiliar. The weather, the language, the dress,
the food, the customs and usages of a new land.
Gandhiji was inexorably following his destiny and
she was being dragged along. Gandhiji was a
domineering husband (which he acknowledges in
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his autobiography), yet Kasturba was not afraid of
voicing her opinions. How did Kastur, manage with
the cosmopolitan, multi religious, diverse group of
people, she who had only known a certain tradition
and was steeped in that. It was an era of inventions
- the telephone, aeroplanes, electricity, era of new
ideas such as socialism and psychoanalysis. The old
order was being questioned all over the globe. How
did she deal with a husband who was now influenced
by writers from across the world and who sought
to bring these ideas within their domestic walls.

Kasturba had to adjust to everything — including
a “new” husband !

Their two younger sons Ramdas and Devadas
were born in Durban, in 1898 and 1900.

In South Africa Gandhiji became the Mahatma
and Kasturba was transformed into a formidable
force. She went as a woman who was part of the
Indian joint family tradition, whose only identity
was that of a wife and mother. She was unlettered.
By the time they returned to India in 1915 she had
become his companion and comrade. She had
become a warrior in her own right. She along with
15 other women were imprisoned for 3 months in
1913, when she had joined in the Satyagraha in the
Transvaal against racial laws - at a time when even
the Suffragette Movement was in its nascent stage
in Europe and women activists were unheard of.
Kasturba had faced up to all the challenges that
had been thrown at her and emerged as a power in
her own right. Her fame had spread wide and in
1915 Sarojini Naidu (the famous Indian poetess &
freedom fighter and future close associate of
Gandhiji) wrote about Kasturba “by her race,
qualities of courage, devotion, and self-sacrifice has
so signally justified and fulfilled the high traditions
of Indian womanhood”.

Kasturba’s last satyagraha was when she was
going to address a meeting that was supposed to
have been given by her husband who had been
arrested after the Quit India Movement was
launched on August 9, 1942 She was arrested along
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with Dr. Sushila Nayar before she reached the venue.
She joined her husband in the Aga Khan Palace
Prison. This was to be their last home together. Ba
was very frail and unwell by this time and she died
there on 22nd February, 1944,

Kasturba was the mirror in which Mahatma
Gandhi could see his reflection with all his flaws
and defects. Through Kasturba’s sacrifice and
strength and spirit Gandhiji understood and
empathised with issues relating to women. She was
the one who inspired Gandhiji to write “woman is
the incarnation of ahimsa. Ahimsa means infinite
love, which again means infinite capacity for
suffering. Who but woman, the mother of man,
shows this capacity in the largest measure”.
(Exploring Gandhi p233 Manmohan Choudhuri.)

The spirit of Matrishakti as epitomised by
Kasturba still pervades the Kasturba Gandhi
NationalMemorial Trust — even 75 years after its
creation.

The headquarters are located in Kasturbagram,
Indore and there are 22 Branches in almost every
part of India. There are dedicated workers who
continue to serve their communities till today.

| started working with The Kasturba Trust in 1994
during its Golden Jubilee celebrations. It was my
honour that Dr Sushila Nayar, who was the
Chairperson at the time, welcomed me and guided
me literally holding my hand at every step.
Particularly poignant for me is the memory of her
holding my hand and saying “The Trust needs you
— I'm not letting you go!” Sushila Masi, as | called
her, had been imprisoned with Kasturba at the Aga
Khan Palace Prison and had nursed her throughout
till her final days.

The issues that were close to Mahatma Gandhi’s
heart —such as creation of village industries, poverty
alleviation, financial independence, education and
healthcare for women in disadvantaged areas — all
these topics are as relevant today as they were in
1945. However, additional issues havebeen added
—for example the impact of a burgeoning population
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on rural India, the demographic shift in our country,
subjects like GM foods, new illnesses etc. The Trust
today faces a time where in order to continue to be
relevant it has to engage in introspection and has
to recognise that Gandhiji’s vision can still be
implemented in a totally transformed society yet
where the youth isactively looking for answers and
solutions. The Trust — by which | mean the Trustees
and all the Karyakartas have to recognise that a
New Order can be evolved which is true to the
original spirit of Mahatma Gandhi and the
exceptional men and women who created and led
this historic institution. In Gandhiji’'s mind The Trust
was supposed to be a Vehicle for Change — a
movement, not a static organisation — in which the
spirit of Matrishakti would be combined with
Satyagraha and whichwould be the best practical
expression of Sarvodaya. The Trust has to be willing
to renew itself inorder to continue to motivate
people and bring young people on board. We have
to remember that Mahatma Gandhi’s message of
Ahimsa — a concept ingrained in the soul of our
land — motivated theyouth of his time and continues
to do so today worldwide.

Young people have to be encouraged, their ideas
have to be listened to, their aspirations should not
be dismissed. The older generation, of which today
| am a part, needs to guide without judgementand
prejudice but with kindness. This is the only way
The Kasturba Gandhi National Memorial Trustwill
survive and thrive in the future. After all Sushila
Masi and the other Trustees reposed their faithin
me so many years ago when | was myself young
and | was appointed as the Pratinidhi of the Delhi
Branch. Today as a Trustee | feel it is my duty to
encourage new ideas and talk to young people —
this is a sacred institution that attracted historic
figures from politics, business families, academics
— allluminaries who worked for this Trust — inspired
by the memory of the unique woman who was
Kasturba Gandhi.

4+ 4+
Contact: 98101 59115
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Bapu's Homage to Ba.
'She Stood Above Me'

'Ba was not behind me in any essential
respect. If anything she stood above me. But for
her unfailing co-operation | might have been in
the abyss. . . . . she helped me to keep wide
awake and true to my vows. She stood by me in
all my political fights and never hesitated to take
the plunge in the current sense of the word, she
was uneducated; but to my mind she was a model
of true education. She was a devoted Vaishnava.
But she had obliterated all feeling of caste from
her mind and regarded a harijan girl with no less
affection than her own children. She personified
the ideal of which Narasimha Mehta has sung in
the Vaishnavajan Hymn. There were occasions
when | was engaged in a grim wrestle with death.
During my Aga Khan Palace fast, | literally came
out of death's jaws. But she shed not a tear,
never lost hope or courage but prayed to God
with all her soul.'

Bapu's Reply to the Viceroy Lord Wavels letter
of condolence on Ba's Death.

'l send you and Lady Wavell my thanks for
your kind condolences on the death of my wife.
Though for her sake | have welcomed her death
as brining freedom from living agony, | feel the
loss more than | thought | should. We were a
couple outside the ordinary. It was in 1906 that
after mutual consent and after unconscious trials
we definitely adopted self-restrain as a rule of
life. To my great joy this knit us together as never
before. We ceased to be two different entities.
Without my wishing it, she chose to lose herself
in me. The result was she became truly my better
half.

She was a woman always of very strong will
which, in our early days, | used to mistake for
obstinacy. But that strong will enabled her to
become quite unwittingly my teacher in the art
and practice of nonviolent non-co-operation."
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A Sacred Dwelling of Non-violence -
Kasturbaa Mohandas Gandhi

[ Prachi Dhanvant Shah ]

It is a known phrase that “Behind every
powerful & successful man is a strong woman” but
| would say, “A man who acknowledges his woman
to be not behind but right next to him is the Great
legend” Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi acclaimed
an attribute of “Mahatma” because of his woman
Kasturba right next to him in his life. His soulmate
& better half, who was a woman with a vision
through which Gandhi Bapu achieved victory to
his dreams. A great relationship is pious only on
grounds of two key factors. First, appreciating the
similarities, and second respecting the differences.
Such was the relationship of Mahatma Gandhi &
Kasturbaa. Though Kasturbaa was way different in
her thoughts & lifestyle than Mohandas Gandhi,
she ran her own race with grace and dignity with
her strong principles of non-violence. Often found
sitting behind Gandhiji in pictures, the simple calm
& serene lady is none other than Kastur Mohandas
Gandhi who is affectionately addressed as
Kasturbaa. She was a political activist who fought
seamlessly for civil rights and played a decisive role
in Indian independence from the British regime
through non-violent campaigns. But unfortunately,
her acknowledgments and characteristics often fade
in the historical records. One can discover her
meticulous personality and fascets through
Mahatma Gandhi’s woven blanket of words in his
volumes of collected work.

Kasturbaa & Mohandas Gandhi led an affluent
but alluring married journey, that was harmonious
but stormy too like all the marriages. They spent
beautiful 62 years of togetherness with remarkable
common vision as well as a saga of their own
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personal conflicts of character & passion. But at
the end of it, Kasturbaa’s submissive but loving
resistance towards Gandhi coerced Mohandas
Gandhi to truly accept her as his better half, his
master, and a legitimate life partner.

Born on April 11, 1869, known as Kastur
Kapadia was a charming daughter to Gokuladas and
Vrajkunwerba Kapadia in Porbandar, Gujarat. Her
father being a merchant and coming from a
sophisticated family, Kastur as a child was a well-
groomed daughter and led her childhood with all
the comfort, dignity, and independent mindset. In
those days, child marriage was a commonly
accepted practice. So, Gokuldas being friends with
Karamchand Gandhi, both families decided to get
their children married. Just at the age of 7, Kastur
Kapadia & Mohandas Gandhi were engaged, and
at a very young and tender age of 13, both were
married to each other. After marriage, Kasturbaa
moved to Gandhi’s home. Living her life with her
inlaws, Kasturbaa was very fascinated and
persuaded by Gandhiji’'s mother Putlibai. Her
religious way of living and principles swayed
Kasturbaa’s reflections towards life. Though married
at 13, Mohandas & Kastur moved in together at
the age of 16. | wonder what would be the
understanding between such an innocent young
couple. But the charm and essence of such a pious
bond of marriage would certainly be beautiful.

Kastur allured Mohandas with her simplicity
and loving attributes. But being youthful, full of
omnipotence, and being new to married life, Gandhi
referred to books on how to be a good husband.
Though those books were written by all-male
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chauvinist writers which influenced Mohandas to
be a preeminent husband. All the books just
informed how to be a dominant husband and
influenced on setting down rules for the wife. Being
persuaded by those suggestions Mohandas Gandhi
ensured the same rules. Just as an authoritative
husband he laid down rules for Kastur to follow
such as she could not go out without his permission
and many more. He ensured that Kasturba was
compelled to obey him and abide by his new set
of rules. She being a woman of her own principles,
with her independent thoughts, but at the same
time, an immaculate daughter-in-law and wife
listened to him without any objection. Nevertheless,
when it came to following her husband'’s rules, she
did nothing at all. In other words, one can say she
exhibited domestic non-violent resistance. She
continued doing what she had always done
including leaving the house to go to market.
Although this was not with her intention to rebel
or overthrow Mohandas’s despotism. But her ethics
did not avow her to seek Mohanda’s permission as
well. This certainly made Mohandas angry and
furious. Gandhi confronted her and with aggression
asked her the reason for not following his rules.
Kasturba was calm and composed. She did not at
all react resentfully. Instead replied that she simply
followed the rules and directions of her mother-
in-law, Gandhi’s own mother and that her
upbringing never taught her to disobey her older.
Kasturbaa replied, that being respectful to his
mother, she simply embraced her mother-in-law’s
instructions but if that did not appeal to Gandhi,
she would deny her directions and let her know
that henceforth she would not listen to her but
only Mohandas. Obviously, Gandhi never wanted
Kastur to disobey his mother. Being witty but
serene, Kasturbaa’s perspective of dealing with the
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situation captivated Mohandas Gandhi. There was
no argument nor any disagreement. Her placid and
benevolent opposition to her husband’s erroneous
idea of dominance left a remarkable influence on
Mohandas. Often Gandhi used to be an autocrat
at home and shove anger at Kasturba but she
endured it all quietly without any complaints. Slowly
this defiance enthralled Mohandas to dwindle his
dominance and he realized that he did not have
such perspective right over her. Kasturbaa was a
woman of strong will and emphatic attitude, which
was mistakenly assumed by Gandhiji as her
obstinance in the initial days of their married life.
But eventually, her this self-assured persona of hers
inadvertently reflected as Gandhiji's life coach for
the art of non-violent dereliction. Thus, Kasturbaa’s
non-violent annulment and opposition was an awe
moment for Gandhiji and were an inceptive episode
to leave a remark to practice the same in the future
towards his fight for freedom.

In life, It is not always necessary to revolt
against injustice with rampage. Your amiable and
salient devising actions can also give you an
appealing conclusion.

In those days, call it as discrimination, girls did
not seek any education as a consequence of which
Kastur never went to school and educated herself
academically. But Gandhi being fond of education
and having a good background of academics
pursuing law, decided to enlighten kasturbaa’s
education and started tutoring her. But once again
this was against Kasturbaa’s preference and wishes.
She was already laden with domestic responsibilities
that she had no energy and will to stay up at night
and study. Hence she was irresponsive to this
aspiration of Gandhi. Once again the couple scuffled
with adverse objectives and perseverance.
Ultimately Gandhiji confronted that he was mistaken
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to enforce his will to educate Kasturbaa.

Cheek by jowl with her husband, Kasturbaa
escorted Gandhi to South Africa in 1904 and that
is when she interceded herself into politics by
helping Mahatma Gandhi to constitute Phoenix
settlement near Durban. With her personality of
women with strong perspectives, she also protested
against ill-treatment towards Indians in South Africa.
She led Indian women in South Africa into the
nonviolent altercation in 1913.

She upheld a beautiful but fair harmony
between her responsibilities and her personal
commitment towards public service. Indeed she was
a mother, a wife, and a devoted urban individual
besides being sacred and devout. There have been
many challenging situations in her life where she
concurred with Gandhi’s principles but also
dissented to certain. When they were in South
Africa and were preparing to return to India for
good, out of goodwill and gesture, the Indian
community therein expressed their gratitude
through giving gifts to Kasturbaa & Gandhi. Gandhiji
had been inclined towards aparigraha and had
decided to live life as simple. Hence he never
approved of accepting gifts and he nurtured the
same values in his children. But Kasturbaa was
pragmatic. Being practical, she wanted to keep the
gifts so as to recycle the same to her relatives back
in India and save them as an assurance in case of
emergency. She expressed her agitation towards
Gandhi’s austerity. She argued saying Gandhi had
no rights over her ornaments and feared depletion
of a comfortable life for their children. But Gandhiji’s
righteous perception accomplished him to convince
Kasturbaa. She was a woman of her own thoughts
and perception but at the same time was
conscientious and a courteous wife, Gandhi’s true
soulmate. Gandhi eventually succeeded to invoke
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Kasturbaa to relent with his interpretation.

In 1914 when Kasturbaa along with her
husband and children returned to India for good,
her sanguine and courageous persona constrained
her to take part in several civil actions and protest
towards freedom fight. Even when Gandhi was in
prison, she never expressed skepticism to lead the
protests for the rights of Indians. Despite being
arrested and put in prison, her zest towards justice
and public service never diminished. As Satyagraha
- the fight for truth & freedom through Ahimsa-
nonviolence was the ultimate common objective
of Mahatma Gandhi and Kasturbaa. Despite their
ironic personal challenges and disagreement,
Kasturbaa’s commitments, her vows towards her
marriage, her selfless love impelled her to be
submissive to her husband and family. Despite
certain disharmony, their common vision and
principles of Satyagraha & Ahimsa empowered them
to be closely intervened soulmates. She was a
perfect & sincere partner to Gandhiji.

Kasturbaa’s worldly life diminished & ended
before she could witness the expedient outcome
of non-violent campaigns, to which she devoted
herself. Her health condition was not favorable
enough to sustain the stress and in 1944 after
suffering from two major cardiac arrests, her soul
left for heavenly abode in front of Gandhiji. She
took her last breath in the devout hands of her
husband and bid goodbye with tranquility as she
always glimmered with.

“If I had to choose a companion for myself life
after life, | would choose only Ba”
- Mahatma Gandhi
L 2R 2R 4

Contact: 49, wood ave, Edison, N.J. 08820, U.S.A.
prachishah0809 @gmail.com
(+1-917-582-5643)
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'Homage to mother of the Indian people

'Shrimati Kasturba Gandhi is dead. She has died
in British custody in Poona at the age of 74. With
388,000,000 of my countrymen at home and with
my compatriots abroad | share the deepest
bereavement over the death of Kasturba. She died

under tragic circumstances, but for a member of an
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enslaved nation no death could have been more
honourable or more glorious. India has suffered a
personal loss. Kasturba Gandhi is the second fellow
prisoner of Mahatma Gandhi to die under his very
eyes in custody since he was imprisoned in Poona
a year and a half ago. The first was his life-long
fellow worker and private secretary, Mahadev Desai.
This is the second personal bereavement that
Mahatma Gandhi has suffered during his present
imprisonment.

'I pay my humble tribute to the memory of
that great lady who was a mother to the Indian
people, and | wish to express my deepest sympathy
for Gandhiji in his bereavement. | had the privilege
of coming into frequent personal contact with
Shrimati Kasturba, and | would sum up my tribute
to her in a few words. She was the ideal of Indian
womanhood - strong, patient, silent, self-sufficient.

Kasturba was a source of inspiration to the
millions of India's daughters among whom she
moved and whom she met in the struggle for the
freedom of her motherland. From the days of the
South-African Satyagraha she has shared with her
great husband the trials and sufferings which have
been their lot for nearly 30 years now. Her many
imprisonments seriously impaired her health, but
jails held no terrors for her even in her 74th year.
Any time Mahatma Gandhi launched a civil
disobedience movement, Kasturba was at his side
in the forefront of the struggle, an outstanding
example to India's daughters and a challenge to the
sons of India not to lag behind their sisters in the
fight for India's independence.

Kasturba has died a martyr's death. She had
been suffering from heart disease for over four

months. But the callous British Government turned
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a deaf ear to the humanitarian pleadings of the
Indian nation to release Kasturba on medical
grounds. The British probably hoped that by
subjecting Mahatma Gandhi to such mental anguish
they could crush him body and soul and beat him
into surrender. | can only express my contempt for
those brutes who profess to fight for freedom, justice
and morality and yet perpetuate such cold-blooded
murder. They have not understood Mahatma
Gandhi. They have not understood the Indian
people.

No amount of mental torture and physical
suffering that the British can and may inflict on
Mahatma Gandhi or the Indian nation will make
him budge an inch from the stand he has taken.
Mahatma Gandhi called upon the British to quit
India and save India from the horrors of modern
war. The insolent reply of the British was to throw
him into prison like an ordinary criminal. He and his
noble consort would rather die in prison than come
out free in an enslaved India.

The British were determined to see that
Kasturba died of heart disease in custody under the
very eyes of her husband. They have had their
criminal desire fulfilled, and it is nothing short of
murder. But to us Indians at home and abroad,
Shrimati Kasturba's sad death in prison is a grim
reminder that the British are bent on disposing of
our leaders one after another in the most heartless
manner.

As long as the British remain in India these
atrocities against our nation will continue
unchecked. There is only one way in which the sons
and daughters of India can avenge the death of
Shrimati Kasturba Gandhi, and that is by the

A special responsibility lies on the shoulders of
Indians in East Asia who have launched an armed
struggle against the British rulers in India. This
responsibility is shared in particular by all our sisters
here. In this hour of sorrow we will renew our
solemn pledge to continue the armed fight until
the last Britisher is driven out of India.'

- Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose
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