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| recognise no God except the God that is to be found in the hearts of the dumb millions... And |

worship the God that is Truth . . . through the service of these millions.

MAHATMA GANDHI
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CHAPTER |
THE FIRST LESSON
1

CALCUTTA Was still burning when Gandhiji left Delhi for Noakhali. The fire had never
completely been put out since August, 1946. Gandhiji and party were even warned to
be prepared against acid-bulbs that might be hurled through the car windows on
detraining at Calcutta. Friends tried to argue with Gandhiji: Was it right for him to
expose himself to such risk? And in any case, what protection could his unarmed

presence in Noakhali give to the riot-victims?

“I do not know what | shall be able to do there,” said Gandhiji to a very esteemed
friend, who made an eleventh hour effort to dissuade him from setting out on his
hazardous venture. "All | know is that | won't be at peace with myself unless | go
there."! He then proceeded to descant-on the power of thought. There are two kinds
of thoughts — idle and active. There may be myriads of the former swarming in one's
brain like motes in a sun-beam. They are like unfertilised eggs. They do not count.
"But one active thought, proceeding from the depths, in its nascent purity and
endowed with all the undivided intensity of one's being, can become dynamic and
make history.” He did not feel like repressing the spontaneous urge which he felt

within him to go to the people of Noakhali.

Addressing the prayer gathering on the eve of his departure, Gandhiji remarked that
it was a long and difficult journey on which he was setting out and he was in poor
health. But one had to do one's duty and trust in God to make the way smooth. He
requested people not to crowd at the stations on the way. India had given him enough
affection. It needed no further demonstration. He was not going to Bengal to pass
judgment on anybody; he was going there as God's servant, and one who was God's

servant had to be the servant of all His creation.

The journey proved to be as strenuous as many had feared. There were mammoth
crowds at all big stations on the way. At places it was like a swarming ant-heap of
humanity as far as the eye could reach. The crowd clambered on the roofs of the

carriages, choked the windows, broke glass, smashed the shutters and yelled and
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shouted till one’s ears sp it. They pulled the alarm-chain again and again for darshan,
making _ necessary to disconnect the vacuum brakes. The station authorities tried to
drive them away by training the water hose on them from the overhead hydrant. It
made no difference to them; it only flooded the compartment. Later in the evening,
Gandhiji sat with his fingers thrust into his ears to keep out the shouting when it
became unbearable. But when it was proposed to him that the lights in the
compartment might be switched off to discourage darshan-seekers, he turned down
the suggestion by saying that the simple faith of the masses demanded that he should
serve them with the last ounce of his energy and never put personal comfort before

what he considered to be his duty towards them.

The train arrived at Calcutta five hours behind time. From the station he was driven
straight to Satish Chandra Das Gupta's Khadi Pratisthan Ashram at Sodepur—10 miles
away from the city. A gathering of several hundred had been waiting for him there for
nearly two hours for the evening prayer. He apologised to them for the delay. He had
come to Calcutta, he said, not with any set plan, but with a blank mind to do God's

will. He would indicate to him the next step.

The next day, he made the importance of prayer the theme of his evening address. In
the venture on which he was setting forth, prayer was to be more and more his
instrument of action. He was going to present it to countless men and women as a
panacea for fear—to make the weak strong. The exemplary patience with which the
gathering had waited for him although he was late on account of his engagement with
the Governor, therefore, filled him with joy and faith, and confidence in regard to the

task before him. He regarded it as a happy augury.

Before Gandhiji's departure from Delhi, the Private Secretary to the Viceroy had
brought him the draft of a statement condemning violence "by whomsoever
committed” and appealing for communal peace, which the Viceroy wanted to be issued
over the joint signature of Gandhiji and Jinnah. Gandhiji yielded to none in his desire
for communal peace. But this was "parity” with a vengeance! The appeal to have value
had to come from the party that had actively preached violence before and justified
it after it had broken out. But if the Viceroy could not bring himself to do that,
Gandhiji suggested that he should issue the appeal in his own name as the head of the

Government charged with special responsibility for the maintenance of law and order.
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Ultimately, the appeal was issued on behalf of the Viceroy and his Cabinet, which
consisted of both the Congress and the Muslim League representatives. Drawing the
attention of the people to it, Gandhiji observed in his prayer address on 30th October
that they would drag down India's name in the world if they fought among themselves

like wild beasts.

"What would you like me to do?" the Bengal Governor, Mr. Burrows, asked Gandhiji
during their meeting. Gandhiji's visit to the Governor was, as far as he was concerned,
a courtesy call. "Nothing, Your Excellency," he replied. The Governor's position, during
the interim period after the British declaration to quit, was that of a constitutional
head. He had to act on the advice of his Ministers. The responsibility for the
administration and the maintenance of peace vested in the Ministers. His business,
therefore, said Gandhiji to the Governor, was with the Chief Minister. Similarly, he
told General Bucher, G.0.C., Eastern Command, that the role of the army was to assist
the civil authority whenever the latter asked for their assistance and to carry out the
orders of the Chief Minister and his Cabinet. It was the civil authority, represented by

the popular Ministers, that was responsible for law and order, not the military.

Gandhiji's replies were not very much liked either by the Governor or by the General.
Nor were they very much in line, one is afraid, with the general trend of feeling among
his Congress colleagues in the Government who echoed the general cry for immediate
application of the Governor's rule in Bengal and for sending more military aid to the
disturbed areas. "Mine may be a voice in the wilderness today,” Gandhiji said to the
Director of an influential English daily who saw him at Delhi, "but | maintain that so
long as British troops are there, both Hindus and Muslims will continue to look to them
for help and the trouble will continue. Nothing worse could happen to a people strug-

gling to be free."

“The Britisher would like his troops to go out... Who obstructs?” asked Gandhiji's

interviewer, shocked.
"Who else but the British themselves?” replied Gandhiji.

After some parrying, the friend admitted that the British commercial and other vested
interests in India and their henchmen stood in the way of their withdrawal, but

maintained his position in regard to the use of the British troops. "You say, there can
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be no peace while they are here. Yet everyday there is an increasing demand for them

for the maintenance of peace. The complaint is that they are not sufficiently used.”

"That is the very reason," answered Gandhiji, "why they should be withdrawn... When
they are used to maintain law and order it is after the trouble. Order will be restored

in East Bengal, too. But after what slaughter, what suffering!”

"No," Gandhiji concluded, "the British troops are in India not to protect India but to
protect British interests which were imposed on India and which are now so well
entrenched that even the British Government cannot dislodge them. The British did
not come here as philanthropists, nor is there any altruism in their continued stay here
or the continuing presence of their troops, all that might be said to the contrary

notwithstanding."?

Returning from the meeting with the Governor, as Gandhiji's car drove through the
deserted streets with garbage-heaps at places banked up nearly two feet high against
the pavements, and rows of gutted shops and burnt-out houses in the side-streets and
lanes extending as far as the eye could reach, he was overcome by a sinking feeling
at the mass madness that could turn man into less than the brute. The only consolation
was that such a state of things could not last. Human nature would not stand it.
Already there seemed to be signs of a revulsion. A prominent Muslim Leaguer had seen
him in the course of the day and said to him: "We must reach our goal, whatever it
might be— Pakistan or undivided India, without bloodshed or fighting. | go so far as to
say that if Pakistan cannot be reached except through bloodshed and fighting amongst

ourselves, it is not worth having."3

A nostalgic note ran through his evening prayer address as he reminisced how to make
peace between the quarrelling parties had been his vocation from his early youth.
Even while he practised as a lawyer, he used to help parties to settle their disputes
out of court. Why could not the two communities be brought together in India? But,
whether they decided to stay together or part, they must do so with goodwill and

understanding.

"Why do you want to go to Noakhali? You did not go to Bombay, Ahmedabad or Chapra?”
a Muslim friend came and asked Gandhiji. Was it because in other places it was the
Muslims who were the sufferers, whereas in Noakhali the sufferers were, Hindus?

Would not his going to Noakhali in the circumstances add to the existing tension
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between Hindus and Muslims in India? Gandhiji replied that he would certainly have
gone to any of the places mentioned by the friend, if anything approaching what had
happened in Noakhali had happened there and if he felt that he could do nothing for
those places without being on the spot. It was the cry of outraged womanhood that
peremptorily called him to Noakhali. He had decided not to leave Bengal until the last
embers of the trouble were stamped out. "I may stay on here for a whole year or more.
If necessary, | will die here. But | will not acquiesce in failure. If the only effect of my
presence in the flesh is to make people look up to me in hope and expectation which
| can do nothing to vindicate, it would be far better that my eyes were closed in
death.™

This was the first indication he gave to the public of the "Do or Die" resolve that was
shaping in his mind. His next remark showed that he had already burnt his boats. He
had prepared himself, he said, to absent himself from the forthcoming Congress
session which was scheduled to be held in the last week of November at Meerut and
had mentally disengaged himself from all his responsibilities in respect of Seva- gram

Ashram, and Uruli Kanchan nature-cure centre.—his latest love.
2

Yet with all his impatience to get to Noakhali as quickly as possible, four more days
elapsed before Gandhiji could actually leave Calcutta. They turned out to be the most

fruitful period in his mission.

The Muslim festival of Baqr-ld, when the Muslims, in commemoration of Abraham’s
sacrifice, sacrifice cows, was close at hand and the possibility of a communal clash
could not be dismissed. The Chief Minister of Bengal suggested that Gandhiji should
extend his stay in Calcutta to consolidate the peace in the city at least till Bagr-ld was
over. What was the use of proceeding to Noakhali while Calcutta was burning? There
were people who distrusted the bona fides of the Chief Minister, whom they held to
be the one man responsible for the Great Calcutta Killing and other misdeeds too
numerous to mention. They represented to Gandhiji that his suggestion was only a
trick to delay his going to Noakhali if it could not be prevented altogether; that on the
Bagr-ld day the riot-victims in Noakhali, who had been forcibly converted to Islam,
and were now marooned, might be made to slaughter cows and eat beef and so on.

But all these arguments did not impress Gandhiji. To him they smacked of fear and
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distrust. Non-violence knew neither. He would trust the Chief Minister and take his
proposal on its face value. He could not begin by distrusting the person whom he was

out to convert by his love.

There was method in that madness. If he extended his stay in Calcutta at the request
of Shaheed Suhrawardy to consolidate the peace in the city, he reasoned, it would
mean that the onus of maintaining the peace of Noakhali during that interval would
rest upon Shaheed. Shaheed had given his solemn assurance on that score. It would
put him on his honour. But supposing Shaheed failed to keep his promise, said
Gandhiji, he would take that risk. It was an article of faith with him that if we trust
our opponent with our eyes open and not out of fear, even when there is ground for
distrust, the opponent will in the end reciprocate our trust, provided we act
consistently on the square to the last. He had followed that principle throughout his
life. In South Africa, General Smuts had begun by distrusting him but had found that
in spite of it Gandhiji always trusted him and kept his word hundred per cent. In the

end, General Smuts melted and became one of his best friends.

Gandhiji had known the Bengal Chief Minister from the good old Khilafat days. Shaheed
at that time used to take pride in calling himself his "son". If only he could re-awaken
that chord in him! And why not? So he decided paradoxically to begin his mission in
Noakhali by refraining from going to Noakhali and to conquer the person who, in the
popular imagination, was fons et origo of the Noakhali trouble by going into his pocket!
And this was done with the naturalness and grace of a man who has seen human nature

in all its aspects, identified himself with each one of them and transcended them all.

"How is it Shaheed Saheb, everybody calls you the chief of the goondas? Nobody seems
to have a good word to say about you!" Gandhiji began his first meeting with his would
be collaborator, as the latter impudently reclined on his elbow at full-length before

him in his characteristic Bohemian style.

"Mahatmaji, don't people say things about you, too, behind your back?" replied

Shaheed nonchalantly.

"That may be," replied Gandhiji laughing. "Still there are at least some who call me
Mahatma. But | have not heard a single person calling you, Shaheed Suhrawardy, a

Mahatma!”
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Without turning a hair Shaheed replied: "Mahatmaji, don't believe what people say

about you in your presence!”

Gandhiji's jokes were never without a purpose. He held in common with Aristotle's
ancient sage that "humour was the only test of gravity; and gravity of humour” and
that "a subject which would not bear raillery was suspicious; and a jest which would
not bear a serious examination was certainly false wit."> He could not expect to
convert Shaheed if he hid from him what people were saying about him. Absolute
frankness was the precondition for mutual trust. By his good-humoured joust with
Shaheed, he showed that in him there was no forbidding Mahatma but one who could
give as well as take. It broke the ice completely between them and enabled each to
meet the whole man in the other. Thereafter Shaheed knew that he could love the
man who knew him to the core and had the courage to tell him to his face what he

knew, without detracting from the affection he bore towards him.

In the succeeding days they hammered out a formula for the establishment of
communal harmony in Bengal, which later became the corner-stone of Gandhiji's
peace mission in Noakhali. The signatories to that formula constituted themselves into
a peace committee, composed of an equal number of Hindus and Muslims for the whole
of Bengal with the Chief Minister as the chairman, to bring about communal peace in
the Province, "a peace not imposed from without by the aid of the military and the
police but by spontaneous heart-felt effort.” Fundamentals of far-reaching importance
were embodied in their joint declaration: "It is our certain conviction that Pakistan
cannot be brought about by communal strife nor can India be kept whole through the
same means. It is also our conviction that there can be no conversion or marriage by
force; nor has abduction any place in a society which has any claim to be called decent
or civilised.” The Chief Minister, as the chairman of the committee, gave the guarantee

that the Government of Bengal would implement the decisions of the Committee.

Some people picked holes in the document on the ground that neither the Hindus, who
were the aggrieved party, nor the Congress was given a majority in the committee;
others objected to the Chief Minister holding the balance in his hand by virtue of his
casting vote as the chairman of the committee. But Gandhiji met all these objections
by saying that the committee was not intended to be used as an arena for a communal

or political tussle but a platform for united action by groups that had come together
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to work for a common goal, viz., that of achieving communal peace based on the unity
of hearts. The significance of the formula, in his eyes, consisted in the fact that both
sides had agreed to* rule out force and violence even in the settlement of issues on
which they fundamentally differed, e.g., Pakistan. It further embodied the vital
principle that religion could not sanctify any breach of fundamental morality. It was
specifically on the issue whether the marriage of a non-Muslim married woman became
null and void the moment she was converted to Islam that the Ali Brothers had parted
company with Gandhiji twenty-two years ago. The formula thus provided the key to

the solution of the problem not only of Noakhali but the whole of India.

Referring to the talks that he had had with Shaheed, Gandhiji remarked in one of his
after-prayer discourses that he knew they had many grievances against the Chief
Minister. But he could not disbelieve the assurance which the latter had given that he
wanted peace. "The golden way is to be friends with the world and to regard the whole
human family as one. He who distinguishes between the votaries of one's own religion
and those of another miseducates the members of his own and opens the way for

discord and irreligion."®
3

Before Gandhiji could proceed to Noakhali, Bihar put him to the test. The news about
the happenings in Calcutta and Noakhali, like all bad news, had travelled fast and set
up a widespread ferment in the neighbouring Province of Bihar, converting it into a
vast powder- magazine. The cry for reprisals had already gone forth. Gandhiji was
shocked to hear that some Muslims, while fleeing from Bihar in panic, had been set

upon and killed by Hindus.

On the 3rd November, the Morning News, a Muslim League paper of Calcutta, came
out with news about extensive rioting in Bihar. (See Part Ill). Immediately Gandhiji
wired to Pandit Nehru, who with three of his colleagues in the Interim Government,
Sardar Patel, Liaquat Ali Khan and Sardar Abdur Rab Nishtar, had proceeded to Patna
from Calcutta, asking for details. The latter wired back that the situation was tense
in many parts, but the Government were doing their utmost to bring it under control.
He himself had decided, he added, with Abdur Rab Nishtar, to stay on in Bihar as long

as it was necessary.

www.mkgandhi.org Page 11



http://www.mkgandhi.org/

MAHATMA GANDHI - The Last Phase

Revenge was neither the way of peace nor humanity, Gandhiji observed in his prayer
address. If they could not be generous enough to forgive a person who gave them a
slap, they could give one in return. But supposing the actual perpetrator of the crime
ran away and the injured party slapped his relation or his co-religionist by way of
retaliation, it would be below human dignity. "If someone abducts my daughter, am |
to abduct his or his friend's daughter? That would be infamous. | am pained beyond
measure. The cry of blood for blood is « barbarous. You cannot take revenge in Bihar

for the happenings in Noakhali."’

There was some brisk telephoning between Sodepur Ashram and Patna that night.
"Mahatmaji alone can save us,” phoned a Muslim League leader of Bihar, Mohammad
Yunus, in answer to a trunk call. "Should he start immediately?” | asked. "He is ready."
"No," he replied, "there is no immediate need. He can take his time. For the present

the presence of Pandit Nehru and other Cabinet Ministers is enough.”

"Pretty bad,” was Pandit Nehru's reply to a telephone inquiry on behalf of Gandhiji.
"But we are rapidly regaining control.” "Any crimes against women?" | asked. "They are

not absent,” he replied.

It was enough to fill Gandhiji's cup of anguish to overflowing. "The Congress belongs
to the people. If Congressmen fail to protect Muslims where the Congress is in power,
then what is the use of having a Congress Government?” he commented in a written
message to the prayer gathering the next day. Similarly, if in a League Province, the
League Premier could not afford protection to the Hindus, what business had he to be
there? And if either or both of them had to take the aid of the military in order to
protect the Muslim or the Hindu minority in their respective Provinces, it only meant
that none of them actually exercised any control over the general population in a crisis
and both were inviting the British to retain their sovereignty over India. "This is a
matter over which all of us should ponder deeply.” He deprecated the smug habit of
exonerating themselves by blaming it all on the goondas. "We always put the blame
on the goondas. But it is we who make the goondas and give them encouragement. It

is not correct to say that all the wrong that has been done is the work of the goondas."

He repeated the warning on the 5th November even more forcefully. The Hindus might
say: "Did not the Muslims start the trouble?” He wanted them not to succumb to the

temptation to retort in that way but to turn the searchlight inward and think of their
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own duty irrespective of what the other party did. There was a moral code for the use
of violence also. If they gave way to the impulse of revenge and retaliation the flames
of violence would consume those who lighted them. Independence would vanish into
thin air, and a third power, "be it the British or any other,” would be firmly planted in
India if they continued quarrelling with each other. He did not care if they were all

destroyed. But he could not countenance the destruction of India's freedom.

Everybody heaved a sigh of relief when Baqr-Id passed off quietly all over India. But
the news from Bihar had set Gandhiji at war with himself. "Principally for reasons of
health, soon after coming to Calcutta, | had gone on spare, milkless diet,"” he wrote in
a letter to Rajkumari Amrit Kaur on the 4th November. "Subsequent happenings in the
country induced me to prolong it. Now Bihar will send me to complete fast if things
do not radically mend. There will be no time limit. Do not agitate yourself but be
really glad that | feel | have the strength to go through the ordeal and live up to my

creed.” On the following day he wrote to Pandit Nehru:

The news from Bihar has shaken me. My own duty seems to me clear... Although | have
striven hard to avert a fast, | can do so no longer... My inner voice tells me, "You may
not live to be a witness to this senseless slaughter. If people refuse to see what is
clear as daylight and pay no heed to what you say, does it not mean that your day is
over?” The logic of the argument is driving me irresistibly towards a fast. I, therefore,
propose to issue a. statement that unless this orgy of madness ceases, | must go on a
fast unto death.... You can strive with me, if you think differently. Whatever you say
will carry weight with me. But knowing as you do my temperament, | am sure you will
approve of my proposed step. In any event, you will go on with your work without a
moment's thought about my possible death and leave me in God's good care. No worry

allowed.

But neither Pandit Nehru nor Sardar Patel tried to dissuade him. They understood
better the magnitude of the stake. It was nothing less than India's independence.
Before leaving for Noakhali, on the 6th November, Gandhiji issued a statement and an

appeal entitled To Bihar:

Bihar of my dreams seems to have falsified them... It is easy enough to retort that
things under the Muslim League Government in Bengal were no better, if not worse,

and that Bihar is merely a result of the latter. A bad act of one party is no justification
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for a similar act by the opposing party... Is counter-communalism any answer to the
communalism of which Congressmen have accused the Muslim League? Is it nationalism

to seek barbarously to crush the fourteen per cent, of the Muslims in Bihar?

| do not need to be told that | must not condemn the whole of Bihar for the sake of
the sins of a few thousand Biharis. .. .1 am afraid, if the misconduct in Bihar continues,
all the Hindus of India will be condemned by the world. That is its way, and it is not a
bad way either... Let not Bihar, which has done so much to raise the prestige of the

Congress, be the first to dig its grave.

| am in no way ashamed of my Ahimsa... But | do not want in this letter to talk of
Ahimsa to you. | do want, however, to tell you that what you are reported to have
done ... is worse than cowardice. It is unworthy of nationalism, or any religion... What

you have done is to degrade yourselves and drag down India.

You should say to Pandit Jawaharlalji, Nishtar Saheb and Dr. Rajendra Prasad to take
away their military and themselves and attend to the affairs of India. This they can
only do if you repent of your inhumanity and assure them that Muslims are as much

your care as your own brothers and sisters.

You should not rest till every Muslim refugee has come back to his home which you
should undertake to rebuild and ask your Ministers to help you to do so. You do not

know what critics have said to me about your Ministers.

The statement continued: "I regard myself as a part of you. Your affection has
compelled that loyalty in me. And since | claim to have better appreciation than you
seem to have shown of what Bihari Hindus should do, | cannot rest till | have done

some measure of penance.”

After setting down the terms of his proposed fast unless the madness in Bihar ceased
and the erring Biharis turned over a new leaf, the statement proceeded: "No friend
should run to me for assistance or to show sympathy. ... No sympathetic fast or semi-
fast is called for. Such action can only do harm. What my penance should do is to
quicken the conscience of those who know me and believe in my bona fides... Nothing

will happen to me so long as He wants service through the present tabernacle.”

Fasting is the most powerful weapon in the armoury of Satya- graha but extremely

dangerous on that very account if wrongly used. There are definite rules governing its
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use. It is not fasting by itself that matters but what lies behind the fast, viz., self-
purification. If it is of sufficient intensity, it must result in an all-round purification of
society including the opponent. During his fasts, therefore, barring certain exceptions,
Gandhiji strongly deprecated sympathetic fasts and called upon all, instead, to
cooperate with him by purifying themselves through self-introspection, self-correction
and greater diligence in the performance of their duty. The aim was to canalise the
emotional energy released by his fast into right action. Sympathetic fasts became an
escapist release from the moral obligation which his fast laid on the shoulders of each

and all and, therefore, a form of self-dissipation.

Gandhiji's decision to launch on a partial fast and on a total one if things did not mend
immediately in Bihar was of the nature of what in military strategy would be called a
"containing action”. It set him free to pursue his mission in Noakhali. His appeal had
an immediate, electrical effect on the Bihar situation. If he succeeded in Noakhali, he

reasoned, that in its turn would have a further tranquillising effect on Bihar.
4

Accompanied by Shamsuddin Ahmed, the Minister for Labour, and two Parliamentary
Secretaries of the Bengal Government.—Nas- rullah Khan and Abdur Rashid—whom the
Bengal Government had especially deputed to look after his convenience and ensure
the cooperation of the local officials during his peace mission in Noakhali, Gandhiji
set out from Sodepur on the 6th November, by the special train which the Ghief
Minister had arranged. The Chief Minister had intended to accompany him but could
not do so on account of "other engagements” in Calcutta. He had also suggested, and
Gandhiji had warmly welcomed the idea, that the Ghief Minister's daughter as also the
daughter of Nas- rullah Khan might accompany him on his tour. Both the girls were
eager to go. But the plan was abandoned as it was represented to Shaheed that the
appearance of unveiled Muslim girls in public with Gandhiji might shock orthodoxy and

arouse the opposition of the fanatical Mullas for whom Noakhali was notorious.

There were huge crowds at Kushtia, the home-town of Shamsuddin Ahmed, Goalando
and some other stations. In the course of his addresses at these places, Gandhiji
recalled how during the Khilafat days he used to say with pride that Maulana Shaukat
Ali, the Big Brother, carried him in his pocket. He hoped that as a result of his visit

the Hindu- Muslim unity of the Khilafat days would return.
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At Goalando, the river journey began. Travelling down the Padma nearly 100 miles by
steamer, Gandhiji and party reached Chandpur late at night. An important wire from
Sardar Patel awaited him there. He wanted a reply to be sent to Delhi by trunk
telephone immediately but none of the telephone circuits was functioning. We tried
the military establishment ashore. They could not help either. Obviously the state of

things was pretty bad.

The night was passed on the steamer in mid-stream. The next morning, before
Gandhiji entrained for Chaumuhani—his destination in Noakhali—two deputations
waited on him on board the S.S. Kiwi, one Muslim, the other Hindu. The former
deputation consisted of several prominent Muslim Leaguers. They seemed to be in a
resentful and acrimonious mood. One of them remarked that no disturbances had
taken place in Chandpur sub-division; the rush of refugees to Chandpur was due to
panic caused by “false Press propaganda”; the number of Hindus killed by the Muslims
was only 15 while double that number of Muslims had died as a result of firing by the
military who were mostly Hindus. Another member of the deputation, who was also a
member of the Bengal Legislative Assembly, was bitter over the fact that the Hindus
were still fleeing and their rehabilitation was being "obstructed” by Hindu workers who
encouraged them to migrate in order to discredit the Muslim League Government and

paralyse the administration!

Shamsuddin Ahmed, the Minister accompanying Gandhiji, was present at the meeting
along with the two Parliamentary Secretaries. He interposed. It was no use isolating
Chandpur sub-division and ignoring what had taken place elsewhere in the district.
Equally irrelevant was their reference to the military firing. At last it was Gandhiji's
turn to speak. He began: If what they had said was to be taken at its face value, then
it amounted to this that the Muslims were innocent; the mischief had all been
provoked by false propaganda and excesses by the police and the military, who,
therefore, with the panic-mongering Hindus were the real culprits! That was too big
a pill for anybody to swallow. Over- proof was admission. Why had it become necessary
to call in the military if no disturbances had taken place? Even Muslim Leaguers had
admitted that terrible things had happened; they only disputed the figures. He was
not concerned with the numbers. Even if a single case of abduction, forcible
conversion or forcible marriage had taken place, it was enough to make every God-

fearing man or woman hang down his or her head in shame. The right course was to
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make a clean breast of the matter. "It is far better to magnify your mistake and
proclaim it to the whole world than leave it to the world to point the accusing finger
at you. God never spares the evildoer."® He had come to promote mutual goodwill and
confidence, he proceeded. For this he needed their help. He did not want peace to
be established with the help of the police and the military, nor did he wish to

encourage people to flee from their homes in East Bengal.

The gentleman, who had spoken first, thereupon admitted that he had heard of "some”
cases of arson and looting but the looting had taken place after the occupants had

fled. The deserted houses offered too strong a temptation to the hooligans.

"But why should people flee from their homes?" asked Gandhiji sharply. "Everybody
knows that an unoccupied and unprotected house is bound to be looted by someone

or the other. Would anyone risk the loss of all he owns just to discredit the League?”

Still another member of the deputation said that only one per cent, of the people had
indulged in acts of hooliganism; the rest — 99 per cent. — were really good people and

in no way responsible for the happenings.

That was not a correct way of looking at it, Gandhiji told them. If 99 per cent, who
were "good people” had actively disapproved of what had taken place, the one per
cent, would have been able to do nothing and could have easily been brought to book.
"Good people ought actively to combat the evil to entitle them to that name. Sitting
on the fence is no good." If they did not mean it, they should say so and openly tell
all the Hindus in the Muslim majority areas to quit. But that was not their position as
he understood it. What reply was he to give to the Hindus who asked if Noakhali was
an indication of what they were to expect in Pakistan? His respect for the Prophet of
Islam was not less than theirs. But authoritarianism and compulsion was the way to

corrupt a religion, not to advance it.

Shamsuddin Ahmed agreeing with Gandhiji quoted a verse from the Koran to the effect
that there can be no compulsion in religion. He had told the Muslims, he said, that if
they wanted Pakistan they must mete out justice to the minority community and win

its confidence. By doing what they had done, they had killed Pakistan.

Gandhiji was shown an official notice, issued by Mr. Mclnerny, the District Magistrate
of Noakhali, to the effect that unless the contrary was conclusively proved, he would

assume “that anyone who accepted Islam after the beginning of the recent
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disturbances was forcibly converted and in fact remained a Hindu." Referring to it,
Gandhiji said that if all the Muslims endorsed that declaration, it would go a long way
to settle the question. Why should there be a public show of it, if anybody genuinely
felt inclined to recite the Kalima? A heart conversion needed no other witness than
God. It was, therefore, up to the leaders of the Muslims to declare that forcible or

mechanical repetition of a formula did not make a non-Muslim a Muslim.

One of them, thereupon, remarked that on their part they were all prepared to go
into the interior along with the Hindu leaders to restore peace but the latter were not
prepared to trust them. Gandhiji said that did not matter. "You and I shall visit every

village and every home in the interior and restore peace and confidence.""

The members of the deputation had come with their minds full of prejudice. They had
expected to be met by a hail of fire and brimstone. They were surprised to find that,
while Gandhiji did not hesitate to point out to them where the Muslims had erred, he
had not an angry word against the Muslims as such. What was more, he had expressed
himself against the employment of the military and the police and the mass migration

of the Hindus. Surely, this man could not be their enemy.

The other deputation consisted of a group of about 20 Hindu workers. Some of them
were prominent Congressmen of the district. The group included several
representatives of various relief organisations also. "If you say you cannot do without
police or military protection,” Gandhiji said to them, "you really confess defeat even
before the battle has begun. No police or military in the world can protect people who
are cowards. What goes against the grain in me is that a single individual can be
forcibly converted or a single woman kidnapped or molested. So long as you feel you
can be subjected to these indignities, you shall continue to be so subjected. Your
trouble is not numerical inferiority but the feeling of helplessness that has seized you
and the habit of depending on others. That is why | am opposed to the idea of your

migrating from East Bengal en masse. It is no cure for impotence or helplessness.”
"East Bengal is opposed to such a move," they replied.

Gandhiji continued: "Twenty thousand able-bodied men prepared to die like brave
men non-violently might today be regarded as a fairy-tale. But it would be no fairy-
tale for every able-bodied man in a population of twenty thousand to die to a man

like stalwart soldiers in °pen fight. They would go down in history like the immortal
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five hundred who made Thermopylae | will proclaim from the house-tops,” he added,

“that it is the only condition under which you can live in East Bengal."

The members of the deputation demanded that Muslim officers, Muslim police and
Muslim military in the area should be replaced by Hindu in order to restore confidence
amongst the Hindus. Gandhiji told them, it was a false cry. Hindu officers, Hindu
police and Hindu military had in the past done against their Hindu brethren all the
things that they had complained of. "I come from Kathiawad — the land of petty
principalities. No woman's honour is safe in some of these principalities and the chief

is no hooligan but a duly anointed one.”
"These are cases of individual depravity. Here we have this on a mass scale.”

"But the individual there is not alone. He is backed by the machinery of his little
State.”

"He is condemned by his compeers. Here such acts are commended by the Muslims."

"Words of condemnation may tickle your ears; they are no consolation to the
unfortunate women whose homes have been laid desolate, or who have been
abducted, forcibly converted and forcibly married. What a shame for Hindus, what a
disgrace for Islam! No, | am not going to leave you in peace. Presently you will ask
yourselves: 'When will this old man leave us and go? But this old man will not go. He
did not come on your invitation and he will go only on his own, but with your blessings,

when his mission in East Bengal is fulfilled.”
"These disturbances are a part of the Muslim League’s plan for Pakistan.”

“It is midsummer madness and they have realised it. They will soon sicken of it. They

have already begun to."
"Then, why do not they come here and set things right?"

“That stage will come. Sickness marks the crisis. Crisis must precede cure. You see |
am a nature-curist!” he added with a laugh referring to the well-known nature-cure
theory that "intensification of symptoms” as a result of elimination of morbid matter

from the system is a precursor of cure.

"Here we are a mere drop in the ocean,” remarked another friend resuming the

discussion.
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Gandhiji replied that even if there were only one Hindu in East Bengal, he wanted him
to have the courage to go and live in the midst of the Muslims and die, if he must, like
a hero. He would then command the admiration even of the Muslims. "There is not a
man, however cruel and hard-hearted, but would give his admiration to a brave man.
A goonda is not the vile man he is imagined to be. He is not without his redeeming

features.”

The company included a number of young men who had been members of a terrorist
group that had successfully organised a raid on the Chittagong armoury, with a daring
and courage which had extorted the admiration even of the British officials and made
the editor of an Anglo-Indian daily of Calcutta to remark in his paper that with such
young men he could hunt tigers. The friend who was leading the argu- was n iviember

of that group. He was still unconvinced: "A goonda does not understand reason.”

“But he understands bravery. If he finds that you are braver than he, he will respect

you."

"You will note,” Gandhiji continued, "that for the purpose of our present discussion |
have not asked you to discard the use of arms. | cannot provide you arms. It is not for
me to provide arms to the Chittagong armoury raid men. The most tragic thing about

the armoury raid people is that their bravery was lop-sided. It did not infect others.”
“No wonder it could not,” put in one of the party. "They were condemned.”

"By whom?"

"By the people.”

“No, the people did not. | may have, but that is a different thing.”

“I am an armoury raid man myself."

"You are no armoury raid man or you would not have lived to tell me these things.
That so many of you should have remained living witnesses to the things that have
happened here is in my eyes a tragedy of the first magnitude. If you had shown the
same fearlessness and courage to face death in the present crisis as at the time of
that raid, you would have gone down in history as heroes. As it is, you have only
inscribed a small footnote in the page of history. You will see | am not asking you just
now to follow my type of heroism. | have not made it good hundred per cent, even in

my own case. | have come here to test it out in East Bengal. | want you to take to
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conventional type of heroism. You should be able to infect others, both men and
women, with the courage and fearlessness that are needed to face death when the
alternative is dishonour and humiliation. Thus only can the Hindus stay in East Bengal,

not otherwise. After all, the Muslims are blood of our blood and bone of our bone.”

“The proportion of Muslims and Hindus here is 6 to 1. How can you expect us to face

such heavy odds?"

"When India was brought under British subjection, there were only 70,000 European

soldiers against 33 crores of Indians.”
"We have no arms. The hooligans have the backing of Government bayonets."

That gave Gandhiji the opportunity to describe to them the superiority of Satyagraha
or soul-force over conventional weapons in the face of overwhelming odds. The Indian
community in South Africa was a mere handful in the midst of an overwhelming
majority of Europeans and Negroes. "The Europeans had arms. We had none. So we
forged the weapon of Satyagraha. Today the Indian is respected by the White man in
South Africa, not so the Zulu with all his fine physique.”

"So, we are to fight with arms anyhow?" the ex-terrorist friend finally remarked.

"Not anyhow," Gandhiji replied. "Even violence has its code of ethics. For instance, to
butcher helpless old men, women and children is not bravery but rank cowardice.
Chivalry requires that they should be protected even at the cost of one's life. The
history of early Islam is replete with such instances of chivalry and Islam is all the

stronger for it."
"Would you permit the Hindus to take the offensive?”

“The people of Bihar did that and brought disgrace upon themselves and India. | have
heard it said that the retaliation in Bihar has 'cooled' the Muslims down. They mean it
has cowed them down for the time being. They do not know, Bihar has set the clock
of Indian independence backward. The independence of India is today at stake in
Bengal and Bihar. The British Government entrusted the Congress with power at the
Centre not because they were in love with the Congress but because they had faith
that the Congress would use it wisely and well. Today Pandit Nehru finds the ground

slipping from under his feet. But he won't let that happen. That is why he is in Bihar."
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“Use your arms well, if you must,” he concluded. "Do not ill use them. Bihar has not
used its arms well. ... Itis the privilege of arms to protect the weak and the helpless.
The best succour that Bihar could have given to the Hindus of East Bengal would have
been to guarantee with their own lives the absolute safety of the Muslim population
living in their midst. Their example would then have told. And | have faith that they
will still do so with due repentance when the present madness has passed away. At
any rate, that is the price | have put upon my life, if they want me to live. Here ends

the first lesson.”
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CHAPTER Il
A VENTURE IN FAITH

1

LAKSHAM WAS the next big halt. Laksham constitutes the apex of the triangle with
Noakhali and Chandpur as the base to which the Noakhali disturbances were more or
less confined. Here there was a big refugee camp. And it was to the refugees
assembled at the railway station that Gandhiji's words were addressed. He had vowed
himself, he declared, not to leave Bengal till peace was restored and even a solitary
Hindu girl was not afraid to move about freely in the midst of the Muslims. The
greatest help they could give him was to banish fear from their hearts. And what was
the talisman that could do it for them? It was Ramanama or God's name. "God resides
in the hearts of the pure always. If you walk in fear of Him, you need fear no-one on
earth. Why should you be afraid of the cry of Allah-o-Akbar? The Allah of Islam is the
same as the Rama of Hindus—the protector of the innocent. If you believe in
Ramanama you will not think of leaving East Bengal. To run away from danger instead
of facing it is to deny one's faith in man and God and even oneself. It were better far

to drown oneself than live to declare such bankruptcy of faith."

The party reached Ghaumuhani on the afternoon of the 7th November. Sucheta
Kripalani, the intrepid wife of the Congress President, who had recently returned from
her visit to the interior, was disconsolate at the things she had heard and seen. Her

report was heart-rending.

An advance party of nearly ten volunteers under Charu Chow- dhury, a seasoned
Satyagrahi and member of Satish Das Gupta's Ashram at Sodepur, had reached
Chaumuhani a week in advance to make arrangements for his arrival there. All was
chaos and confusion at Chaumuhani when they first arrived. The town itself had
remained free from the disturbance but the whole area around it had been ablaze.
There was consternation, anger and demoralisation among all sections. The outer
reflected the inner. The place stank after the recent rains. One could hardly move
about without holding a kerchief against one's nose. Labour was not to be had for love
or money. Nobody was prepared to come forward and help; everybody was filled with

fear.
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There were several relief organisations at work at Chaumuhani. But there was no
common plan of action or co-ordination among them. Refugees were daily fleeing in
large numbers; there seemed to be no end. Others were awaiting the facility of armed
escort. There was panic. People met, discussed and argued excitedly and dispersed
without advancing an inch. The demoralisation was the greatest among the
intelligentsia. Some of them in their impotent rage, blamed all that had happened on

Gandhiji's Ahimsa!

Patiently, Charu and his volunteers with the workers of the Noakhali Rescue, Relief
and Rehabilitation Committee under Haran Ghosh Chowdhury, member of the Bengal
Legislative Assembly, set to work to put into operation the technique of constructive
work taught by Gandhiji which always proves most effective when the forces of
violence are uppermost. It consists in clothing the spirit of non-violence in simple acts
of courage, of service and of love which everybody can understand and appreciate.
Reduced to its essentials and expressed in a spirit not of bluster or bravado, but of
utmost humility with antagonism towards none, non-violence practised in this form
becomes like the healing process of nature, imperceptible but extremely active—
elemental, all- pervasive and irresistible. The workers issued forth with baskets,
brooms and spades, converting themselves into scavengers and day-labourers. A road
had to be repaired, a prayer ground to be marked out and levelled, sanitary
arrangements to be made. It was a slow and uphill task. But they persevered. As their
work progressed and one difficulty after another was overcome, even those who were
sceptical to begin with became filled with some of their spirit. The incubus of apathy
and despair began imperceptibly to slip away. Some even offered to assist. Even the
Muslims began to take interest in and appreciate what the workers were doing against
heavy odds. By the time Gandhiji arrived, not only was the road built, the prayer
ground ready and the sanitary arrangements in "a tip-top condition, it had built up the
morale of the affected people in the area as well and introduced a whiff of life-giving
fresh air into the choking atmosphere of the place. Slowly order began to emerge from

the welter of confusion.

The Bengal Government had adopted elaborate security measures for Gandhiji's
protection during his Noakhali tour. The arrival of the armed police and the military
with a fleet of jeeps, armoured-cars and trucks created consternation among the local

Muslims. The bazar buzzed with rumours. One of them was that Gandhiji had come
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with a contingent of "goondas”—an expression applied in Noakhali to anyone they do
not like! Several prominent local Muslim Leaguers met Gandhiji on his arrival at
Chaumuhani. They were agreeably surprised when Gandhiji told them that he was no

more enamoured of the police and the military than they.

"How can we create a sense of security and self-confidence in the present state of

things?" asked a Hindu young man who saw Gandhiji at Chaumuhani.

"By learning to die bravely. Forget the military and the police. They are broken reeds."
"But we are burning with indignation.”

“Then turn your wrath against yourselves."

“To whom are we to appeal—the Congress, the League or the British Government?”

asked the friend with a touch of bitterness.

“To none of these. Appeal to yourselves; therefore to God."

"We are men of flesh and blood. We need some material support.”
"Then appeal to your own flesh and blood. Purify it of all dross."

A woman worker came to Gandhiji. She was an ex-terrorist. She felt very depressed

by the plight of the women. "What is your idea of rehabilitation?" she asked.

“Not to send them to Assam and West Bengal but to infuse courage in them so that

they are not afraid to stay in their original homes."
"How is that possible?”

"You must stay in their midst and say to them: 'We shall die to the last person before

a hair of your head is injured.' Then you will produce heroines in East Bengal.”
“That was once our idea too," rejoined the woman worker.

"I do not mind if each and every one of the 500 families in your area is done to death,”
continued Gandhiji. "Here you are 20 per cent, of the population. In Bihar the Muslims

constitute only 14 per cent... "
“They know they won't be molested there.”

"They have been butchered in a more unsufferable manner and there have been cases

of molestation of women, too, this time."

“If the Government do not provide rations? ..."
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“There are so many relief organisations... Rations can be purchased but honour and
self-respect cannot be bought. | have a feeling that even the Bengal Government do
not want this thing to go any further. The lesson has been taught not by Bihar but the
vile things done in Bengal. They stand aghast.”

The woman worker shedding her initial scepticism exclaimed: "You have opened up a

new vista before us, Mahatmaji. We feel fresh blood coursing through our veins."

Chaumuhani had normally a population of not more than 5,000. But on the day of
Gandhiji's arrival, there was a crowd of not less than 15,000 at the evening prayer
meeting, large numbers having come from the surrounding areas. About eighty per
cent, of them were Muslims. Addressing them Gandhiji said that he had come to speak
to them not in anger but in sorrow. Ever since he had come to Bengal, he had been
hearing awful tales of Muslim atrocities. Shaheed Suhrawardy, all the Ministers of the
Bengal Government and the League leaders who had met him in Calcutta had
condemned them unequivocally. "They are a blot on the name of Islam. | have studied
the Koran. The very word Islam means peace. The Muslim greeting Salaam Alaikum
(peace be on you) is the same for all—whether Hindus, Muslims, or any other. Nowhere
does Islam permit such things as have happened in Noakhali and Tipperah. The Muslims
are in such an overwhelming majority in East Bengal that it is up to them to constitute
themselves into the guardians of the small Hindu minority and to tell Hindu women

that while they are there, no-one dare cast an evil eye on them.”

Shamsuddin Ahmed, the League Minister, followed it up the next day with a warning
that the issue of Pakistan versus Hindustan was not going to be settled by the slaughter
of Hindus where Muslims were in a majority and vice versa. No Government worth its
name could stand silently by and let the majority oppress or exterminate the minority.
All that had happened — forcible conversions and the like—was un- Islamic. It was for
the Muslims of Noakhali to reassure the Hindus and set them at their ease. The
miscreants must be punished for their crimes and it was the duty of the Muslims in
general to help the authorities to trace them and bring them to book. He hoped that
out of the ashes of the conflagration the edifice of abiding Hindu-Muslim unity would

be rebuilt in Bengal.

At night Shamsuddin Ahmed with his colleagues from Calcutta and some local

prominent Muslims met Gandhiji and discussed with him the question of the return of
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the refugees to their respective villages. One of the Muslim friends suggested that in
order to restore confidence Hindu leaders should reinforce the appeals of the Muslims
to the refugees to go back to their villages. But Gandhiji said that nothing would come
out of such an appeal. There must be reasonable security first and the guarantee for

it had to come from the Muslims.
2

Emerald-green fields of paddy met the eye everywhere on the way as accompanied by
the two Parliamentary Secretaries, the District Magistrate and the Superintendent of
Police, Gandhiji set out from Chaumuhani to penetrate into the interior on the 9th
November. There had been a bumper crop such as the district had not known for the
last twelve years. But nature’s bounty was more than offset by the sadistic cruelty of
man. The grain was in the ear and about to ripen but the bulk of those who had sown
were not there to reap. Some had been killed, others had fled for safety to various
refugee camps. The question of the repatriation of the refugees was exercising the
minds of the authorities as well as the various relief organisations. Unless the
displaced persons returned to their homes quickly, the standing paddy and the betel-
nut crops might be lost or stolen in the absence of the owners. The problem bristled

with difficulties.

Gopairbag was the first village to be visited. Here, buried deep in thick groves of areca
and coconut palms, in a clearing were five clusters of huts of Hindu families
surrounded by nearly fifty times that number of Muslim families. One of these was a
rich Patwari's house'—his estate being valued at several lakhs of rupees. Silken plantain
leaves spread out in graceful arches under a sapphire-blue sky. The loveliness of
nature was all around. The air was delightfully fresh and cool. But the human scene
that met the eye froze one’'s blood. One of the worst massacres during the disturbances
had taken place here, twenty-one male members out of the total of twenty-three
being butchered in cold blood. The two survivors had managed to escape when the
massacre took place. In a corner of the courtyard, the corpses of the slaughtered men
were said to have been piled up in a heap and burnt. Charred remains of what was
once flesh and blood bore witness to the grim tragedy. There were bloodstains on the
doorsteps of some of the huts. The kutcha floors in many houses had been dug up,

presumably in search of hidden cash or jewels. The odour of death hung strong over
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the place. It was a picture of utter desolation. The organiser of the massacre was said
to be a next-door neighbour, Quasim Ali by name, who had served in the Royal Air

Force and was a graduate of a University. He was absconding.

On his way back Gandhiji halted at Dattapara where one of the biggest relief centres
in the district was situated. The number of refugees here was above 5,000. In a
conference with the District Magistrate, the Superintendent of Police, the
Parliamentary Secretaries and some local Muslim League leaders about the
repatriation of the evacuees to their homes, Gandhiji took up the thread of the
previous evening's discussion. He proposed that in each village one good Hindu and
one good Muslim should make themselves responsible for the protection of the
refugees who returned to their homes. They should make a solemn declaration that
they would sacrifice themselves rather than allow any evil to befall the repatriates.
When such a guarantee was forthcoming, the people would go back to their homes.
Gandhiji's proposition staggered everybody, the representatives of the riot victims
most of all. They had expected that his arrival would mean more police and military,
perhaps promulgation of martial law and enforcement of Draconian measures to teach

the anti-social elements a lesson, particularly the ring-leaders.

The District Magistrate said, he would have to consult his officers. His Special Relief
Officer suggested that the criminal elements should be removed first. Several people
present described how they had been looted and forcibly converted. A typical village
union was taken up and details of what had happened in that union were invited. The
president of the union maintained that he had tried his utmost to keep the peace of
his village, but people from "outside” had come and done it, in spite of his efforts to
protect his neighbours. One of the Parliamentary Secretaries asked him to speak out
frankly and give the names of the culprits who had committed the offences in
question. Just then someone from among the company said that the brother of the
president of the union had taken active part in the loot and arson and the president
himself had instigated such crimes and was actually present during the looting etc.
The union president pleaded that he was innocent. Gandhiji and others could inquire
and they would find him not guilty. "There are lots of complaints against you,” Gandhiji
said to him. "But | am not here to hold a trial or pass judgment. All | can say is that if
you have erred, you should confess your error.” On being asked whether he would

personally guarantee or find a good Muslim, who would stand guarantee together with
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a good Hindu for the security of the evacuees who might return to his village, he said
he could give no such guarantee. How could he, single-handed, prevent such

occurrences?

Gandhiji's suggestion did not seem to find favour with the officials either. They could
not imagine how two individuals could provide an effective guarantee of safety to the
whole village. Gandhiji explained to them that it would be enough for his purpose if
the persons standing guarantee pledged themselves to die rather than allow
themselves to be living or passive witnesses to the breach of their guarantee: "You

find me the needed Muslims; | shall produce the Hindus."

Abdullah, the Superintendent of Police, said that so long as he was there, he would
not allow such things to happen again in Noakhali. Gandhiji thereupon remarked that
if he gave that much assurance, he would take it that his own (Gandhiji's) business
was over. Only the Superintendent should remember that if after that assurance the
old story repeated itself, he would commit harakiri before the Police Superintendent's
door! Everybody laughed. But it made one of the members of Gandhiji's party to prick
up his ears. He went up to Sucheta Kripalani and whispered to her that the
Superintendent of Police was involving Gandhiji in a very serious commitment.
Supposing he failed to maintain the peace of Noakhali, Gandhiji might launch on a fast
unto death. "They do not seem to realise what they are going in for. They do not know
Bapu.” Sucheta took up the cue and explained to the company the full implication of
what Gandhiji had said. Gandhiji smiled. The faces of the officials lengthened,
Abdullah’s being the longest of all. Abdullah explained that all he had guaranteed was
that he would not allow any disturbances to occur in his area under his nose; if a
disturbance should break out in his presence, he would lay down his life in the attempt

to put it down.

The officials tried to make out that there was security everywhere; no fresh incidents
were taking place, nor was the havoc so serious as was being made out by the
newspapers. One of the company pointed out that only the other day two volunteers
while returning home from Gandhiji's prayer meeting had been found missing. Gould
the Superintendent of Police and the other officials trace those boys? They were silent.

The dead body of one of the boys was found three days later floating in a khal.
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There were complaints against the police, too. It was alleged that the police showed
less enthusiasm in rounding up the hooligans, with whom they were often seen to
fraternise, than in prosecuting the victims of cross-cases that were being brought up
by the local Muslims against the Hindus. Several Hindus had been charged with setting
fire to mosques and Muslim houses which, in the prevailing circumstances, was on the

face of it, absurd.

Some people laid open charges against the Superintendent of Police in connection with
his conduct before and during the disturbances but he only cavalierly smiled at the

charges; his withers were unwrung.

The question of rounding up the criminals was next taken up. The Superintendent of
Police expatiated on the inadequacy of the task-force at his disposal which
handicapped him, and so on. "What about taking the assistance of the military?" That
was a different story. During the motor drive from Chaumuhani, a Punjabi Muslim army
officer, Captain Nyazi by name, who was with me in the same jeep, was describing to
me the difficulties of the military. He had been in the Burma campaign and by his
daring and resourcefulness had earned for himself the reputation of being a veritable
Scarlet Pimpernel. | asked him if it was a fact that only a few days ago a much-wanted
man, the organiser and director of the Gopairbag massacre, who was supposed to be
absconding, was seen having tea and smoking cigarettes with some officers in the
Dattapara military camp. His reply was, "How are we to know the who's who of
everybody who comes to us?” | was taken aback. It was for the first time, | remarked,
that | had heard that any person could walk into a military camp, smoke, chit-chat,
have tea with the officers and depart without the camp authorities being any the wiser
for it. He kept silent. | continued: "You, who thought nothing of campaigning in the
Burma jungles, do you mean to tell me that the terrain here is more difficult?” He
answered, "Yes." "And you want me to believe that after subduing the Japanese
guerrillas you are being reduced to impotence by these locals here!" He exploded:
"There it was soldiering. Here it is dirty politics. It is disgusting. To get a coconut tree
felled to clear the road for my jeep, | have to negotiate half a dozen hurdles.” And he
broke out into an oath against the civil authority. The military were not given a free
hand. The civil authority, instead of collaborating with them, interposed obstacles

and sabotaged their effort.
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| was narrating this story to Gandhiji when one of the company got up and complained
that whenever a search party went out to effect arrests, the wanted men got wind of
it beforehand and managed to give them the slip. Sucheta described how she had
found that sometimes the police accompanying the military gave a warning by
whistling or other pre-arranged signals which showed some kind of collusion with the

criminal elements.

The Superintendent of Police interpolated that within a two miles radius of the police
and military stations, the villages were "safe". Gandhiji suggested that those "safe”
places might be named and a beginning in rehabilitation made within them in a small
way. The District Magistrate felt uneasy: "If we name some places as 'safe’ others be-
come 'unsafe’.” "But today all are unsafe,” Gandhiji replied. In the end the District
Magistrate suggested that the refugees should go back to their villages as "an act of
faith". But the villagers demurred. The perpetrators of crime were still at large in the
villages. How could they go back and again live in their midst unless they were sure
that their lives would be safe? The Magistrate promised that the military and the police
would be on patrol everywhere and would provide the necessary protection. He
further promised that they would be given rations and the Government would arrange
to rebuild their houses as soon as possible, if they returned to their villages. Gandhiji
interrupted saying, "as soon as possible” formula would not do; the Government should
lay down a time schedule and there should be a deadline for the rebuilding of
devastated homes. He suggested that the Government should provide the building
materials and the local Muslims should provide free, voluntary labour as an earnest of

their good faith.

The conference then broke up and the talk became general. In the course of it the
District Magistrate incidentally mentioned that a certain Muslim member of the
Legislative Assembly was raising a private army under the garb of "Red Gross
volunteers” and he (the Magistrate) had to trim it down to proper proportions. Many
of these "Red Gross volunteers” were as a matter of fact accused of murder and arson
and later it was reported that they were holding up traffic, molesting Hindu families,

searching boats passing through canals, and so on.

In the meantime a side discussion had started in a corner of the room about Gandhiji's

next day's tour programme. One of the Parliamentary Secretaries asked the other in
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an aside if he would be accompanying Gandhiji into the interior the next day. "l think
we should,” he added. "You may, | won't,” replied the other. "We have to face the
electorate.” And he thrust into his colleague's hands a clipping from a Muslim League
paper taking the Bengal Ministers to task for "dancing attendance on Mr. Gandhi" and
calling upon the Central Muslim League organisation to pull them up. Thereupon they
both went up to the District Magistrate and told him that they would be unable to go
with Gandhiji the next day owing to "indisposition”. "l hope it is not diplomatic illness!”

remarked the District Magistrate to me in an aside with a wink!

"See what is taking place!" exclaimed Gandhiji sadly as a Bengali leaflet was put into
his hands, purported to be issued by a supposed convert to Islam, saying that they had

been "willingly converted” and that Islam was a beautiful religion!

Addressing a gathering of over 10,000 Hindus and Muslims in the evening at Dattapara,
Gandhiji observed that it was a shame for both the Hindus and the Muslims that the
Hindus should have to run away from their homes as they had done. He knew the
Hindus had suffered a lot and were suffering still. But it served no useful purpose to
keep on recalling the past. They should forgive and forget and, if the necessary

guarantee was forthcoming, return to their homes with courage in their hearts.

A Muslim friend from the audience said, they had already given the assurance that
they would look after the Hindus but the Hindus would not trust them. Gandhiji replied
that they should try to understand and appreciate the reason of the Hindus' distrust
and overcome their fear. A Hindu refugee got up and asked how they could have
confidence in the assurances of the Muslims any more. When the trouble was
threatening they had promised to look after them but had failed to protect them
afterwards. And if fifty good Muslims in the village had failed to save them on the
previous occasion, how could one good Muslim do it now? Besides there were no homes
to which they could return; they had lost their all. Were they to go back and live in
the jungles? Gandhiji remarked that the Government had promised that their huts
would be rebuilt and they would have food and clothing when they returned to their
homes. Whatever might have happened in the past, if now one good Muslim and one
good Hindu took the responsibility for their safety in each village, they could rely on

their word, backed as it would be by the collective invitation and assurance of goodwill
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of all the Muslims in the village. If they were still afraid they were cowards and even

God could not help the cowardly.
3

The next day, the 10th November, Gandhiji shifted his camp from Chaumuhani to
Dattapara, in order to be able to visit more affected villages in the interior. At the
evening prayer gathering at which nearly eighty per cent, were Muslims, Gandhiji
spoke of the purifying alchemy of God's name which was more potent than the
proverbial philosopher's stone. "The proverbial philosopher's stone is said to turn iron
into gold... But the touch of God purifies the soul... That philosopher's stone is within
us all.” He asked the Muslims to search their hearts and tell him whether they really
wanted the Hindus to come back and live in their midst as friends and neighbours.
"Whether you believe me or not, | want to assure you that | am a servant of both the
Hindus and the Muslims. | have not come here to fight Pakistan. If India is destined to
be partitioned, | cannot prevent it. But | wish to tell you that Pakistan cannot be
established by force. ... | ask my Muslim brethren to search their hearts and if they
do not wish to live as friends with the Hindus, say so openly. The Hindus must in that
case leave East Bengal and go somewhere else. The refugees cannot stay on as
refugees for ever. The Government cannot go on feeding them for an indefinite period.
Nor can they subsist for long, as they are subsisting at present, on less than half the
daily ration of cereals to keep an able-bodied man alive; no fish, no vegetables, nor
anything else to supplement it with. But even if every Hindu of East Bengal goes away,
| shall still continue to live amidst the Muslims of East Bengal. | will not import any
food from outside but subsist on what they give me and what | consider lawful for me
to partake. If, on the other hand, you want the Hindus to stay in your midst, you
should tell them that they need not look to the military for protection but to their
Muslim brethren instead. Their daughters and sisters and mothers are your daughters,
sisters and mothers, and you should protect them with your lives. You should ponder
what | have said and let me know what you really wish. | shall advise the Hindus

accordingly.”

He was physically exhausted as a result of more than a week's semi- fast—the daily
nourishment being less than 600 calories. To conserve strength, he had to consent to

being carried to the prayer ground in an improvised chair slung over a pole and borne
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on the shoulders of some members of his party. The voice was feeble and the face
bore marks of deep anguish. But there was not a trace of anger or impatience in the
speech. It breathed only forgiveness and love. He told the bluntest truth, kept back
nothing, suppressed nothing, glozed over nothing. Yet it did not hurt. The hearers felt
as if it was their better self speaking to them. The anguished voice of love they heard
excluded nobody, felt and suffered equally for all. It was an impassioned appeal to

their conscience. What came from the heart went straight to the heart.

On the 11th November, Gandhiji visited the villages of Noakhola, Sonachak and
Khilpara, all of them within the Ramgunj police station. The journey was partly by
motor and partly by boat. It was with difficulty that the boats could be poled through
the khals choked with densely matted masses of water hyacinth. At Noakhola, eight
members of a Hindu household were said to have been murdered, including a boy of
fifteen. The houses had almost all been burnt down. The betel-nut and the coconut
trees surrounding the houses were scorched. In one of the houses, where the boy had
been murdered, his books and freshly written exercise books were strewn over the
floor. All those that were not killed or did not run away were said to have been
converted, including a deaf- mute who by piteous signs showed, tied up in a rag, the
tuft of hair (conventional symbol of Hinduism) which had been forcibly removed from
his head and to which he still clung.The few women that remained were all weeping

and wailing. It was a heart-rending scene.

As Gandhiji emerged from the ruined building after his grim tour of inspection, a
Tibetan spaniel that was always seen roaming about the place in mournful silence
came along and with a soft whimper tried to attract his attention. It would run a few
steps, turn back and again beckon, if it was not followed. Gandhiji's companions were
mystified by the strange behaviour of the animal and wanted to drive it away. Gandhiji
stopped them, and said: "Don't you see the animal wants to say something to us?" He
let the dog lead him. It brought him to three human skeletons one after another and
several skulls and bones that lay scattered all over the ground! It had seen its master
and seven other members of the family being done to death during the riots. Ever
since it had hovered about the place and tried to bring to light the dark deed to which
it had been witness. Everybody was amazed at the wonderful intelligence of the

animal and its mute loyalty to its dead master.
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At Sonachak, Gandhiji visited a badi containing more than one hundred structures. It
had been looted and burnt. The family temple had been desecrated and destroyed.
Gandhiji stopped dead and stood in reverential silence for a few minutes as he came
upon broken images lying scattered on the footpaths and among the ruins of the

temple. The same weeping and wailing of women met him here, too.

Next day, at the evening prayer gathering, which consisted mostly of refugees,
Gandhiji again referred to the question of their repatriation. Up rose a Maulvi Saheb
and bombastically said that the Muslims felt "unhappy and even frightened" at the
prospect of their Hindu brethren leaving them and going out of East Bengal en masse.
He was sure that if the evacuees would only come back, the Muslims "in their
thousands” would be ready to welcome them back in their midst. Gandhiji snubbed
him for the touch of hyperbole in his speech. What was needed in the crisis that faced
them was cent per cent, sincerity. As regards the evacuees returning to their homes,
as suggested by the Maulvi Saheb, it was not so easy for them as the Maulvi Saheb
thought it to be. He had seen the terror-stricken faces of the sufferers. They had been
forcibly converted once and they were afraid it might happen again. No scheme for

repatriation could work unless the Muslim League fully cooperated.

The discussion was resumed on the 13th November, at Dattapara, in a conference with
the Parliamentary Secretaries, the District Magistrate, the Superintendent of Police
and some officials. There were besides a number of representatives of relief
organisations, the refugees and the local Muslims. It was represented by the Maulvi
Saheb who had spoken on the previous day in the prayer meeting that the Muslims,
far from wanting to drive away the Hindus, themselves felt insecure as a number of
them with status and standing had been put under arrest although they were innocent
and that was the real obstacle in the way of their befriending the Hindus. Gandhiji
replied that he did not see how that could stand in the way of their establishing good
relations with the Hindus. On the contrary, it ought to provide an incentive for
cultivating their friendship and winning their confidence so that there would be no
motive left to get innocent Muslims implicated. The issue was really irrelevant to the
proposition before them. "When large numbers have participated in crime, it is but
natural that some innocent men will be implicated with the guilty ones. It is so all the
world over. That does not mean that the guilty ones should not be proceeded against."

The remedy was for the Muslims to confer with the Hindus and produce agreed lists of
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those who had been really guilty. No innocent person would then suffer. To bring to
book the really guilty ones was the acid test of the sincerity of the authorities and the

local Muslims alike.

Addressing the members of the Muslim League in the gathering, Gandhiji proceeded:
"I have come here to seek your cooperation. You are a powerful party. What has
happened here does not show Islam at its best or even at its worst. It is the very
negation of Islam. The first question we have got to settle is whether there can be
cooperation between the Hindus and Muslims. | have apprised Shaheed Suhrawardy of
the things that have prevented the refugees from returning to their villages. The havoc
which | saw yesterday was appalling. These things cannot be whitewashed. Energetic

steps have to be taken.”

Shamsuddin Ahmed, the Minister, had left for Calcutta to confer with the Chief
Minister and his colleagues; no further progress could be made till the Bengal
Government's mind was known. The issue was one of vital importance. If the Hindus
could live side by side with the Muslims in Noakhali, the two communities could co-
exist in the rest of India, too, without vivisection of the Motherland. On the answer to

the challenge of Noakhali thus hung the fate of India.
4

Visits to two more villages—Gomatoli and Nandigram—completed the opening phase
of Gandhiji's mission in Noakhali. The same scene of devastation that was seen in
Noakhola and Khilpara confronted him here, too. Nandigram was a heap of cinders;
nearly 600 houses, a school building, a hostel and a hospital having been reduced to

ashes.

On the 14th November, Gandhiji shifted his camp from Dattapara to Kazirkhil—right
in the heart of devastation. On the way he stopped at Shahpur, the starting point of
the disturbances. A public meeting had been arranged here and large attendance was
expected. But very few people were to be seen when Gandhiji arrived there.
Afterwards it was learnt that the men of the Fuehrer, whose stronghold it was, had
spread a rumour that Gandhiji would be accompanied by the Superintendent of Police
and an armed guard, and the occasion would be utilised for making arrests. This had

scared away the Muslims.
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At Kazirkhil, Gandhiji's camp was set up in the partially devastated house of a
prosperous Hindu of the locality. No-one was staying here at that time. An advance
party of volunteers had cleaned it up and made it habitable. In the course of his post-
prayer addresses on the 14th, 15th and 16th November, Gandhiji observed that he
found indescribable peace in the natural scenery around him but he found that peace
missing on the faces of men and women. There were no tears in his eyes, he said. He
who shed tears could not wipe those of others. But his heart did weep. He had carried
on a grim struggle against the Government for 20 years in South Africa and for the last
30 years in India. But the fratricide that they were having was more awful than
anything else within his experience. It had nonplussed him. But he had resolved not
to leave Bengal empty-handed. The word "pessimism” was not to be found in his
dictionary. The Muslims had butchered the Hindus and did worse things than butchery
in Bengal, and the Hindus had butchered the Muslims in Bihar. When both parties acted
wickedly it was no use making comparisons or saying which one was less wicked than
the other, or who started the trouble. If they wished to take revenge, they should
learn the art from him. He, too, took revenge, but it was of a different type. He had
read a Gujarati poem in his childhood which said: "If to him, who gives you a glass of
water, you give two there is no merit in it. Real merit lies in doing good to him who

does you evil.” That was his conception of noble revenge.

Four miles to the south-east of Kazirkhil was the village Dasgharia. Amtus Salam, a
devout Muslim woman inmate of Gandhiji's Ashram had preceded Gandhiji there.
Practically all the Hindu women in the village, who had been converted to Islam during
the disturbances, had returned to their original faith. On the occasion of Gandhiji's
visit, they all came out in a body and greeted him by mass singing of Ramadhun to the
accompaniment of tal. Thanks to Gandhiji's peace mission, before long there was not
one forcibly converted person left throughout Noakhali who had not reverted to his or

her original faith.

Of late Gandhiji had noticed that although in the beginning the Muslims were more
conspicuous at his prayer meetings even than the Hindus, they were now avoiding him
and his meetings. In reply to an appeal by him at a meeting with the Muslims of
Dasgharia, some Muslims said that before they could accept his advice to befriend the
Hindus they would need orders from the Muslim League leaders. At that Gandhiji

pulled out the previous day's newspaper that happened to be with him and read out
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of it a statement in which Jinnah had said that if the Muslims lost their balance and
gave vent to the spirit of vengeance and retaliation, they would not only lose their
title to Pakistan; it would start a vicious circle of bloodshed and cruelty which would
at once put off the day of their freedom and prolong the period of slavery and
bondage. "We must prove politically,” the statement concluded, "that we are brave,
generous and trustworthy. . . and that in the Pakistan areas the minorities will enjoy
the fullest security of life, property and honour just as the Muslims themselves, nay
even greater.” If on examination, Gandhiji remarked, they found that the quotation
which he had read out was correct, they should search their hearts and ask themselves

if they had lived up to that message and what it demanded of them.

On the 16th November, Abdul Gofran, the Minister for Civil Supplies, who had come
from Calcutta, addressed Gandhiji's prayer meeting. He himself was from Noakhali,
where he had served as Public Prosecutor before he became a Minister. In the course
of his speech he assured the Hindus of East Bengal that neither the Government of
Bengal nor the Muslim League wanted the Hindus to go away from East Bengal, just as
the Congress did not wish the Muslims in the Congress Provinces to leave their homes
and go somewhere else. The League wanted to prove that it knew how to run the
Government justly. They should let bygones be bygones and turn over a new leaf.
When one had suffered as they had, one was liable to become filled with suspicion.
But that had to be overcome. To contradict the mischievous rumours that had been
circulated at Shahpur, he announced to the audience that, as desired by Gandhiji,
instructions had been issued not to arrest anyone while coming to attend Gandhiji's
meetings, at the meetings or while returning home from those meetings. Gandhiji's

prayer gatherings thus became a sanctuary and a true meeting place of hearts.

The meeting was still in progress when a member from the audience stood up. He
wanted to be given five minutes to reply to Gofran's speech. Gandhiji disallowed the
request saying he did not want the meeting to be turned into a public debate. It was
open to the friend in question to say what he had to say in a letter, and if it was not

couched offensively, he would gladly forward it to Gofran.

The next day at the evening prayer gathering, Gandhiji was surprised to find that no
women came and very few Hindus. On inquiry, he was told that the Hindus were

annoyed because on the previous evening he had not allowed a member from the
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audience to reply to Abdul Gofran's remarks in the meeting. Later, however, the local
Hindu leaders explained that they had not boycotted the meeting but it being Sunday,
the bazar day, the women were afraid to come out as there would be many Muslims
from the neighbouring villages, including goondas, about. The explanation did not
sound convincing. Gandhiji told them that he would not have minded their boycotting
his meeting as a protest. But if the abstention was due to fear, as stated, it was
cowardice. One could understand women being afraid but were men also such

cowards?

In a written message that was read out at the prayer gathering on the 18th November,
Gandhiji described the anatomy of fear. "The more | go about in these parts, the more
| find that your worst enemy is fear. The terrorist as well as the terrorised are equally
its victims. It eats into their vitals. The former fears something in his victim, it may
be the lat- ter's religion, which is different from his own, or the latter's riches. The
second kind of fear is otherwise known as greed or love of material possessions. If you
search deeply enough, you will find that greed is.a variety of fear. But there has never
been and never will be a man who can intimidate one who has cast out fear from his
heart because God is always by the side of the fearless. If we make God our sole
refuge, all our fears will vanish. Unless you cultivate fearlessness, there will never be

any peace in these parts for the Hindus or for the Muslims.”

At the request of the women from the village of Madhupur, Gandhiji held a women's
meeting at Madhupur the next day. He was told that there were some women in the
villages who wanted to come away but wanted military escort. Gandhiji told them, he
never could be a party to such a request. Hindus and Muslims should be free to break
each other's heads if they wanted to. It was up to the men workers to tell the women
that they would be their escort and would protect them with their lives. If still the
women were afraid to come, there was no help for them. Those who preferred security
to freedom had no right to live. He had come to proclaim from the housetops that the
women had to become brave or else perish. They should make use of the calamity that

had befallen them to cast out the demon of fear.
5

While Gandhiji in spite of his semi-fast was thus wearing himself out in a ceaseless

endeavour to reach the hearts of the officials, the Muslim Leaguers, the riot victims
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and the local Muslims alike, a resolution was slowly forming in his mind. His formula
of one good Muslim and one good Hindu as a guarantor for each village had not evoked
a favourable response from the Muslim Leaguers, though he had not yet given up hope.
The criminal elements had been threatening the Hindus that the Mahatma was not
going to be in their midst for ever. The Hindus, on the other hand, were perturbed to
find that instead of supporting their demand for more police and more military
protection, he deprecated both. Suppose the police and the military were tomorrow
suddenly withdrawn, they would again be marooned and left to the tender mercies of
their erstwhile oppressors. The prospect froze them with horror. The dry season was
fast approaching. The khals would soon dry up and deprive them of the one means of
transport easily available to them. Their only chance of safety lay in making good their
escape before the mouse-trap closed upon them once more. An answer had to be

found to their fears.

Shaheed Suhrawardy, the Ghief Minister, with two of his colleagues, the Parliamentary
Secretaries and some local Muslims met Gandhiji on the 19th November. The talks
were of a general and exploratory character. They suggested that the extra police and
military should be withdrawn from the areas as a measure for the establishment of
goodwill between the communities and the refugees should return to their homes. To
their agreeable surprise, in regard to both these propositions, they found in Gandhiji
a willing and ready convert. His non-violence demanded it. But when in his turn
Gandhiji asked them whether they would get one honest Muslim to stand surety for
the safety of the returning refugees in each village, one of the Ministers replied that
not one but all the Muslims were there collectively as surety. Gandhiji said, that was
fine; the more the merrier. But what was everybody's responsibility was really nobody's
responsibility. He had asked for only one Muslim and one Hindu for each village. He
would find the Hindu. Would the Muslim Leaguers, who formed the Bengal
Government, find the Muslim? The reply to this was a stony silence. Without knowing
it, he had dropped a brick. The fact was that the Muslim League had never appreciated
his coming to Noakhali or the motive behind the prolongation of his stay there, and
the word had already been sent round not to cooperate in his mission. The Bengal
Ministry had incurred unpopularity among a section of the Muslims for allowing
Gandhiji and "outside agencies” to work in Noakhali and for drafting extra police and

the military into the disturbed areas, and the rival faction in the League organisation
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in Bengal had not been slow to take advantage of it. The Chief Minister and his
colleagues found themselves in a tight fix. They could not think or act coherently.

They wobbled. Their concrete proposals did not come up before Gandhiji till later.

In the meantime Gandhiji could not sit still. He had to act. As early as 12th November,
he had come to the decision that he would breakup his camp, deprive himself of the
services of all his companions and bury himself in East Bengal until such time as the
Hindus and Muslims learnt to live together in harmony and peace. He would fend for
himself with whatever local assistance he was able to command. All the members of
his party, including the women, would be detailed to settle down, each in one affected
village chosen for them, and make themselves hostages for the safety and security of
the Hindus in that village. His decision was not binding on anyone of his party, he said.
Those who wanted could go away and take up other constructive activity. "Those who
have ill will against the Muslims or disrespect for Islam in their hearts or cannot curb
their indignation at what has happened should stay away. They will only misrepresent
me by working under this plan.” So far as he was concerned, he announced, his decision

was final and irrevocable.

A discussion with the members of his party followed. His Ahimsa would be incomplete,
Gandhiji explained, unless he took that step. "Either Ahimsa is the law of life or it is
not.” He recalled how a friend used to twit him by saying that the Ahimsa Sutra in
Patanjali, Ahimsa pratish- thayam tatsannidhau vairatyagah (all enmity vanishes in
the presence of perfect Ahimsa) was a mistake and needed to be amended; and the
saying Ahimsa paramodharmah (non-violence is the highest religion) ought to read
Ahimsa paramo-adharmali (non-violence is the height of irreligion). In other words,
violence, not non-violence, was the law of life. If at the crucial moment he lost faith
in non-violence, he must accept the amendment. His whole soul rebelled against it. "I
know the women of Bengal better than probably the Bengalis do. Today they feel
crushed and helpless. The sacrifice of myself and my companions would at least teach
them the art of dying with self-respect. It might open the eyes of the oppressors, too,
and melt their hearts. | do not say that the moment my eyes are closed theirs will
open. But that it will be the ultimate result | have not the shadow of a doubt. If Ahimsa

disappears, Hindu religion disappears.”
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“The issue is not religious but political. It is not a movement against the Hindus but

against the Congress,"” remarked a member of the party.

"Don't you see they think that the Congress is purely a Hindu body? And do not forget
that | have no watertight divisions such as religious, political and others. Let us not
lose ourselves in the forest of words. Is the tangle to be solved violently, or non-

violently—that is the question. In other words, has my method any validity today?"

"How can you reason with people who are thirsting for your blood? Only the other day

two of our workers were murdered,"” interposed another of the company.
"I know it. But to quell the rage is our job."

In a letter to a friend he wrote: "The work | am engaged in here may be my last act.
If I return from here alive and unscathed, it will be like a new birth to me. My Ahimsa

is being tried here through and through as it was never before."!

* % %

On the road of Satyagraha there is no halting place, no rest. One must always move
forward or else fall back. Two days later Gandhiji took another important step
forward. He would live in a Muslim household if a Muslim Leaguer approved of by the
Bengal Ministry would be prepared to receive him as a member of the family. He
discussed the question with Abdul Gofran, the Minister, and asked him if he could
recommend any. The Minister was taken aback by the proposal. How could Gandhiji
live by himself under the conditions of life in Noakhali in the midst of utter strangers,
who would not know in the least how to look after him? "I will look after myself; I shall
need nobody's attention,” replied Gandhiji. "Then, | am afraid, | must say that no Mus-

lim family is prepared to receive you!" replied the Minister laughing.

But Gandhiji's decision was made. He was in the midst of a Muslim population in
Noakhali. He would not, therefore, like, he said, to stay m a Hindu family. If the
Hindus saw him living alone with a Muslim League friend, it would put heart into them
and probably induce them to return to their homes with confidence. The Muslims, too,
would be able to examine his life closely. "l have no privacy; they will see everything

and find out for themselves whether | am their enemy or friend.”

He did not, however, want to postpone his venture in faith till a Muslim household was

ready to receive him. "When | was in detention in the Aga Khan Palace,” he remarked,
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"l once sat down to write a thesis on India as a protagonist of non-violence. But as |
proceeded with my writing, | could not go on. | had to stop. There are two aspects of
Hinduism. There is, on the one hand, the historical Hinduism with its untouchability,
superstitious worship of stocks and stones, animal sacrifice and so on. On the other,
we have the Hinduism of the Gita, the Upanishads and Patanjali's Yoga Sutra, which is
the acme of Ahimsa and oneness of all creation, pure worship of one immanent,
formless, imperishable God. Ahimsa, which for me is the chief glory of Hinduism, has
been sought to be explained away by our people as being meant for the sannyasi only.
| do not think so. | hold that it is the way of life and India has to show it to the world.
Where do | stand? Do | represent this Ahimsa in my person? If | do, then deceit and
hatred that poison the atmosphere here should dissolve. It is only by going into
isolation from my companions, those on whose help | have relied all along, and stand-

ing on my own crutches that | shall find my bearings and also test my faith in God."?2

To the inmates of Sevagram Ashram, he wrote: "I am afraid, you must give up all hope
of my early return or my returning at all to the Ashram. The same applies to my
companions. It is a Herculean task that faces me. | am being tested. Is the Satyagraha
of my conception a weapon of the weak or really that of the strong? | must either

realise the latter or lay down my life in the attempt. That is my quest."?

On the 20th November Gandhiji broke up his camp and accompanied only by his
stenographer and Professor Nirmal Kumar Bose, his Bengali interpreter, set out
Columbus-like to face the dark unknown. Before he embarked, the little group round
him held a short prayer. His favourite hymn Vaishnavajana was sung. Many voices were
husky, many eyes dim with tears as the tiny bamboo country-craft bearing him passed
under the arches of the Ramgunj bridge and disappeared in the distance in the

direction of Srirampur. In a statement he said:

| find myself in the midst of exaggeration and falsity. | am unable to discover the
truth. There is a terrible mutual distrust. Oldest friendships have snapped. Truth and
Ahimsa by which | swear, and which have to my knowledge sustained me for sixty
years, seem to fail to show the attributes | have ascribed to them. To test them, or
better to test myself, | am going to a village called Srirampur, cutting myself away
from those who have been with me all these years, and who have made life easy for

me.... The other workers, whom | have brought with me, will each distribute
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themselves in other villages of Noakhali to do the work of peace, if it is at all possible,

between the two communities....

My ideal is to live in a local Muslim League family, but... | must meanwhile establish
such contacts with the Muslims as | can in their own villages. My suggestion to the
League Ministers is that they should give me one honest and brave Musiim to
accompany one equally honest and brave Hindu for each affected village... Without
some such thing it seems to me difficult to induce... (the Hindu refugees) to return to
their villages. From all accounts... life is not as yet smooth and safe for the minority
community in the villages. They, therefore, prefer to live as exiles from their own
homes, crops, plantations and surroundings, and live on inadequate and ill-balanced

doles.

Many friends from outside Bengal have written to me to allow them to come for peace
work but | have strongly dissuaded them from coming. | would love to let them come
if and when | see light through this impenetrable darkness. In the meantime... | have
decided to suspend all other activities in the shape of correspondence, including the

heavy work of Harijan and the allied weeklies....

How long this suspense will last is more than | can say. This much, however, | can. |
do not propose to leave East Bengal till | am satisfied that mutual trust has been
established between the two communities and the two have resumed the even tenor
of their lives in their villages. Without this there is neither Pakistan nor Hindustan;

only slavery awaits India, torn asunder by mutual strife and engrossed in barbarity.

There was however one consolation. On receiving a wire from Dr. Rajendra Prasad
earnestly requesting him to give up his semi-fast in view of the rapid improvement
that had taken place in the Bihar situation Gandhiji announced that he had decided
to revert to normal diet as soon as his system might permit. The decision came not a
moment too soon. To a friend Gandhiji wrote: "l have just been rescued from the very

jaws of death.”

A few days later in a letter he wrote: "My present mission is the most complicated and
difficult one of my life. | can sing (with Cardinal Newman) with cent per cent, truth:
‘The night is dark and | am far from home, Lead Thou me on.’ | never experienced such
darkness in my life before. The night seems long. The only consolation is that | feel

neither baffled nor disappointed. | am prepared for any eventuality. ‘Do or Die' has to

www.mkgandhi.org Page 44



http://www.mkgandhi.org/

MAHATMA GANDHI - The Last Phase

be put to test here. ‘Do’ here means Hindus and Muslims should learn to live together
in peace and amity. Otherwise, | should die in the attempt. It is really a difficult task.

God's will be done."
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CHAPTER I
THE LONE SOJOURN

1

AFTER TWO and a half hours' journey, the slow-moving country-craft bearing the
Mahatma, now separated from almost all his companions, reached Srirampur, a tiny
speck of a village, two miles to the northwest of Ramgunj police station, and lightly
he stepped out of the boat with the spring and agility of a youth to take up his solitary
abode in the hut that had been got ready to receive him. Immediately on entering it
he spread out with his own hands his mattress on a wooden bed-stead, which was to
serve as his office by day and bed at night for the rest of his six weeks' stay there, and
arranged his books and papers at one end of it in his usual neat, methodical order.

And so the new life began.

Gandhiji's new residence at Srirampur was a small tin-covered cottage, situated in a
sunny clearing, in the midst of pool-dotted paddy fields and tall betel-nut and coconut
groves. The bazar and the post office were far away. All around was spread out the
grim vista of destruction and desolation. Of the original 582 families in the village,
three hundred and eighty-two families had been Muslims and two hundred Hindus. But
of the latter, now only three remained. The rest had all fled away in terr