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The Bookends are Still There

By the early 1980s | had spent several years reading about Gandhi and
had completed an M.A. dissertation on Gandhi’'s approach to conflict. |
decided that it was time to head to India and search for Gandhi on the
ground rather than in books. | imagined how boring it must have been for
the remaining elderly Gandhians to have strangers come up to them with
the request: “tell me about Gandhi.” | was interested in that great event of
Indian political history, the Salt March to Dandi, and realised that if | tried
to find out more about it—as there was precious little about the event itself
in the Gandhi-related literature—I would be able to ask specific questions
of those | talked to and that there was no better way of forming my own
impressions of the Mahatma than by re-walking the route of the original
Dandi yatris.

After having gone through the newspapers of the time, both nationalist and
pro-government, reading the archival accounts of police spies who reported
on the March and interviewing most of the remaining elderly ex-marchers,
early in the morning of 12 March 1983, with a few trusted friends, | walked
out of the Sabarmati Ashram in Ahmedabad and headed towards Aslali, the
first village the marchers halted at. | followed the timetable of the March,
often staying in the same buildings Gandhi and the original marchers
stayed in, observed the route and recorded reminiscences, and, on the
evening of 5 April, | arrived at the seaside village of Dandi where fifty-
three years before Gandhi, on the following morning, picked up a handful
of saline mud, breaking the iniquitous salt laws and challenged the might of
the British Empire.



In the 1980s there were still fairly strong memories of Gandhi’s visit in many
of the villages and most of the buildings in which the marchers stayed were
still present. The villagers often complained to me that before elections
politicians would come and promise to build a memorial Gandhi road along
the route but noted that while piles of crushed rock were deposited by the
side of their village, nothing happened when the elections were over. The
Ashram was no longer an isolated community on banks of the Sabarmati
River across from the main part of the city but remained a wonderful oasis
in the midst of the sprawl of Ahmedabad. The villages on the way to Dandi
often looked poor and many of the sites associated with the March were
dilapidated and there was very little at Dandi itself to mark the spot were
Gandhi performed his historical politically defiant act on 6 Apiril.

Over the years | have visited the Ashram many times and while the slums
that once existed between the Ashram and the Gujarat Vidyapith down the
road had been replaced with flashy hotels and the camels that spent the
night on Ashram Road had disappeared, the Ashram remained its serene
self. However, many of the villages were now connected by highways rather
than country lanes, some had been swallowed up to become mere suburbs
of nearby towns, and many of the Gandhian sites had been demolished

and built over or allowed to deteriorate beyond repair. And at Dandi itself
there is now a museum dedicated to the March, and an enormous memorial
site, resembling a Gandhi theme park, outside. Progress cannot be stopped
but because of his stunning photographs reproduced in this book, which
have brought a flood of memories back to me, Anuj Ambalal deserves the
highest praise for capturing what is left on the ground of this great legacy
before significant parts of it, other than the bookends represented by

the Ashram and the Dandi National Salt Satyagraha Memorial, disappear
completely.

Thomas Weber
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