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THE STORY OF MY LIFE

Introduction

It is not my purpose to attempt a real autobiography 
or story of my life. I simply want to tell the story of my 
numerous experiments with truth, and as my life consists 
of nothing but those experiments, the story will take the 
shape of an auto biography. My experiments in the political 
field are now known. But I should certainly like to narrate 
my experiments in the spiritual field which are known only 
to myself, and from which I have derived such power as I 
possess for working in the political field. The experiments 
I am about to relate are spiritual, or rather moral; for the 
essence of religion is morality.

Only those matters of religion that can be understood 
as much by children as by older people, will be included 
in this story. If I can narrate them in a dispassionate and 
humble spirit many other experiments will ... obtain from 
them help in their onward march.

M. K. Gandhi
The Ashram, Sabarmati
26th November, 1925

PART I : CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH

1. Birth and Parentage

My father, Karamchand Gandhi, was Prime Minister 
in Porbandar. He was a lover of his clan, truthful, brave 
and generous, but short-tempered.

He never had any ambition to accumulate riches and 
left us very little property.
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He had no education. At best, he might be said to have 
read up to the fifth Gujarati standard. Of history and geo-
graphy he was innocent. But his rich experience of practical 
affairs stood him in good stead in the solution of the most 
intricate questions and in managing hundreds of men. Of 
religious training he had very little, but he had that kind of 
religious culture which frequent visits to temples and listening 
to religious discourses make available to many Hindus.

The outstanding impression my mother has left on my 
memory is that of saintliness. She was deeply religious. 
She would not think of taking her meals without her daily 
prayers. Going to Haveli — the Vaishnava temple — was 
one of her daily duties. As far as my memory can go back, 
I do not remember her having ever missed the Chaturmas. 
She would take the hardest vows and keep them whatever 
happened. Illness was no excuse for relaxing them. I can 
recall her once falling ill when she was observing the Chan-
drayana vow, but the illness was not allowed to come in the 
way of the observance. To keep two or three fasts one after 
another was nothing to her. Living on one meal a day during 
Chaturmas was a habit with her. Not content with that she 
fasted every other day during one Chaturmas. During an-
other Chaturmas she vowed not to have food without seeing 
the sun. We children on those days would stand, staring at 
the sky, waiting to announce the appearance of the sun to 
our mother. Everyone knows that at the height of the rainy 
season the sun often does not show his face. And I remem-
ber days when, at his sudden appearance, we would rush 
and announce it to her. She would run out to see with her 
own eyes, but by that time the sun would be gone, thus de-
priving her of her meal. “That does not matter,” she would 
say cheerfully, “God did not want me to eat today.” And 
then she would return to her round of duties.
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My mother had strong common sense. She was well in-
formed about all matters of State.

Of these parents I was born at Porbandar, otherwise 
known as Sudamapuri, on the 2nd October 1869.

2. At School

I passed my childhood in Porbandar. I remember having 
been put to school. It was with some difficulty that I got 
through the multiplication tables. I recollect nothing more 
of those days than having learnt, in company with other 
boys, to call our teacher all kinds of names.

I must have been about seven when my father left Por-
bandar for Rajkot. There I was put into a primary school, 
and I can well remember those days. As at Porbandar, so 
here, there is hardly anything to note about my studies.

From this school I went to the suburban school and 
thence to the high school, having already reached my twelfth 
year. I do not remember having ever told a lie, during this 
short period, either to my teachers or to my schoolmates. 
I used to be very shy and avoided all company. My books 
and my lessons were my sole companions. To be at school 
at the stroke of the hour and to run back home as soon as 
the school closed, that was my daily habit. I literally ran 
back, because I could not bear to talk to anybody. I was 
even afraid lest anyone should poke fun at me.

There is an incident which occurred at the examination 
during my first year at the high school and which is worth 
recording. Mr. Giles, the Educational Inspector, had come 
on a visit of inspection. He had set us five words to write 
as a spelling exercise. One of the words was ‘kettle’. I had 
misspell it. The teacher tried to prompt me with the point of 
his boot, but I would not be prompted. It was beyond me to 
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see that he wanted me to copy the spelling from my neigh-
bour’s slate, for I had thought that the teacher was there to 
super- vise us against copying. The result was that all the 
boys, except myself, were found to have spelt every word 
correctly. Only I had been stupid. The teacher tried later to 
tell me that I should not have been so stupid, but without 
effect. I never could learn the art of ‘copying’.

Yet the incident did not in the least lessen my respect for 
my teacher. I was, by nature, blind to the faults of elders. 
Later I came to know of many other failings of this teacher, 
but my regard for him remained the same. For I had learnt 
to carry out the orders of elders, not to look critically at 
their actions.

Two other incidents belonging to the same period have 
always clung to my memory. As a rule I did not like any 
reading beyond my school books. The daily lessons had to 
be done, because I did not want to be taken to task by my 
teacher, nor to deceive him. Therefore, I would do the les-
sons, but often without my mind in them. Thus when even the 
lessons could not be done properly, there was of course no 
question of any extra reading. But somehow my eyes fell on 
a book purchased by my father. It was Shravana Pitribhakti 
Nataka (a play about Shravana’s devotion to his parents). 
I read it with intense interest. There came to our place about 
the same time wandering showmen. One of the pictures I 
was shown was of Shravana carrying, by means of slings 
fitted for his shoulders, his blind parents on a pilgrimage. 
The book and the picture left a permanent impression on my 
mind. “Here is an example for you to copy,” I said to myself.

Just about this time, I had se- cured my father’s per-
mission to see a play performed by a certain dramatic com-
pany. This play — Harishchandra+ captured my heart. I 
could never be tired of seeing it. But how often should I be 
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permitted to go? I kept thinking about it all the time and 
I must have acted Harishchandra to myself times without 
number. “Why should not all be truthful like Harishchan-
dra?” was the question I asked myself day and night. To 
follow truth and to go through all the ordeals Harishchan-
dra went through was the one ideal it inspired in me. I li-
terally believed in the story of Harishchandra. The thought 
of it all often made me weep.

I was not regarded as a dunce at the high school. I al-
ways enjoyed the affection of my teachers. Certificates of 
progress and character used to be sent to the parents every 
year. I never had a bad certificate. In fact I even won prizes 
after I passed out of the second standard. In the fifth and 
sixth I obtained scholarships of rupees four and ten respec-
tively, an achievement for which I have to thank good luck 
more than my merit. For the scholarships were not open to 
all, but reserved for the best boys amongst those coming 
from the Sorath Division of Kathiawad. And in those days 
there could not have been many boys from Sorath in a class 
of forty to fifty.

My own recollection is that I had not any high regard 
for my ability. I used to be astonished whenever I won 
prizes and scholarships. But I very jealously guarded my 
character. The least little fault drew tears from my eyes. 
When I merited, or seemed to the teacher to merit, a re-
buke, it was unbearable for me. I remember having once 
received a beating. I did not so much mind the punishment, 
as the fact that it was considered my deserts. I wept pite-
ously. That was when I was in the first or second standard. 
There was another such incident during the time when I 
was in the seventh standard. Dorabji Edulji Gimi was the 
headmaster then. He was popular among boys, as he was 
a disciplinarian, a man of method and a good teacher. He 
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had made gymnastics and cricket compulsory for boys of 
the upper standards. I disliked both. I never took part in 
any exercise, cricket or football, before they were made 
compulsory. My shyness was one of the reasons for this 
aloofness, which I now see was wrong. I then had the false 
notion that gymnastics had nothing to do with education.

I may mention, however, that I was none the worse for 
keeping away from exercise. That was because I had read 
in books about the benefits of long walks in the open air, 
and having liked the advice, I had formed a habit of taking 
walks, which has still remained with me. These walks gave 
me a fairly hardy constitution.

The reason of my dislike for gymnastics was my keen 
desire to serve as nurse to my father. As soon as the school 
closed, I would hurry home and begin serving him. Com-
pulsory exercise came directly in the way of this service. I 
requested Mr. Gimi to exempt me from gymnastics so that 
I might be free to serve my father. But he would not lis-
ten to me. Now it so happened that one Saturday, when 
we had school in the morning, I had to go from home to 
the school for gymnastics at 4 o’clock in the afternoon. I 
had no watch, and the clouds deceived me. Before I reached 
the school the boys had all left. The next day Mr. Gimi, 
examining the roll, found me marked absent. Being asked 
the reason for absence, I told him what had happened. He 
refused to believe me and ordered me to pay a fine of one or 
two annas (I cannot now recall how much).

I was convicted of lying! That deeply pained me. How 
was I to prove my innocence? There was no way. I cried in 
deep anguish. I saw that a man of truth must also be a man of 
care. This was the first and last instance of my carelessness 
in school. I have a faint recollection that I finally succee  ded 
in getting the fine refunded. The exemption from exercise 
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was of course obtained, as my father wrote himself to the 
headmaster saying that he wanted me at home after school.

But though I was none the worse for having neglected 
exercise, I am still paying the penalty of another neglect. I 
do not know whence I got the notion that good handwriting 
was not a necessary part of education, but I retained it un-
til I went to England. Bad handwriting should be regarded 
as a sign of an imperfect education. I tried later to improve 
mine, but it was too late. I could never repair the neglect of 
my youth.

Two more incidents of my school days are worth re-
cording. I had lost one year because of my marriage, and 
the teacher wanted me to make good the loss by skipping the 
class — a privilege usually allowed to hard-working boys. 
I therefore had only six months in the third standard and 
was promoted to the fourth after the examinations which 
are followed by the summer vacation. Most subjects were 
taught in English from the fourth standard. I found it very 
hard. Geometry was a new subject in which I was not par-
ticularly strong, and the English medium made it still more 
difficult for me. The teacher taught the subject very well but 
I could not follow him. Often I would lose heart and think of 
going back to the third standard, feeling that the packing 
of two years’ studies into a single year was too much. But 
this would discredit not only me, but also the teacher; be-
cause, counting on my ability, he had recommended my 
promotion. So the fear of the double discredit kept me at 
my post. When, however, with much effort I reached the 
thirteenth proposition of Euclid, the utter simplicity of the 
subject became clear to me. A subject which only required 
a pure and simple use of one’s reasoning powers could not 
be difficult. Ever since that time geometry has been both 
easy and interesting for me.
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Sanskrit, however, proved a harder task. In geo metry 
there was nothing to memorize, whereas in Sanskrit, 
I thought, everything had to be learnt by heart. This sub-
ject also began from the fourth standard. As soon as I en-
tered the sixth I became disheartened. The teacher was a 
hard task-master, anxious, as I thought, to force the boys. 
There was a sort of rivalry going on between the Sanskrit 
and the Persian teachers. The Persian teacher was lenient. 
The boys used to talk among themselves that Persian was 
very easy and the Persian teacher very good and conside-
rate to the students. The ‘easiness’ tempted me and one day 
I sat in the Persian class. The Sanskrit teacher was grieved. 
He called me to his side and said: “How can you forget that 
you are the son of a Vaishnava father? Won’t you learn the 
language of your own religion? If you have any difficulty, 
why not come to me? I want to teach you students Sanskrit 
to the best of my ability. As you proceed further, you will 
find in it things of great interest. You should not lose heart. 
Come and sit again in the Sanskrit class.”

This kindness put me to shame. I could not disregard my 
teacher’s affection. If I had not acquired the little Sanskrit 
that I learnt then, I should have found it difficult to take any 
interest in our sacred books. In fact I am sorry now that I 
was not able to acquire a more thorough knowledge of the 
language, because I have since realized that every Hindu 
boy and girl should possess sound Sanskrit learning.

3. Marriage

It is my painful duty to have to record here my marriage 
at the age of thirteen. As I see the youngsters of the same 
age about me who are under my care, and think of my own 
marriage, I am inclined to pity myself and to congratulate 
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them on having escaped my lot. I can see no moral argu-
ment in support of such early marriage.

I do not think it meant to me anything more than good 
clothes to wear, drum beating, marriage processions, rich 
dinners and a strange girl to play with. We gradually be-
gan to know each other, and to speak freely together. We 
were the same age. But I took no time in assuming the 
authority of a husband.

I would not allow my wife to go anywhere without my 
permission. And Kasturba was not the girl to put up with 
any such thing. She made it a point to go out when ever 
and wherever she liked. More restraint on my part re-
sulted in more liberty being taken by her and in my getting 
more and more angry. Refusal to speak to one another 
thus became the order of the day with us, married chil-
dren. I think it was quite innocent of Kasturba not to have 
bothered about my restrictions. How could an innocent 
girl put up with any restraint on going to the temple or 
on going on visits to friends? If I had the right to restrict 
her, had not she also a similar right? All this is clear to me 
today. But at that time I had to make good my authority 
as a husband!

Let not the reader think, however, that ours was a life of 
constant quarrels. For my severities were all based on love. 
I wanted to make my wife an ideal wife. My ambition was 
to make her live a pure life, learn what I learnt, and identify 
her life and thought with mine.

I do not think Kasturba had any such desire. She did 
not know to read or write. By nature she was simple, in-
dependent, persevering and, with me at least, shy. She 
was not impatient of her ignorance and I do not recollect 
my studies having ever made her want to go in for studies 
herself.
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4. A Tragic Friendship

Amongst my few friends at the high school I had, at 
different times, two who might be called intimate. One of 
these friendships did not last long, though I never gave up 
my friend. He gave me up, because I made friends with the 
other. This latter friendship I regard as a tragedy in my 
life. It lasted long. I formed it in the spirit of a reformer.

This companion was originally my elder brother’s 
friend. They were classmates. I knew his weaknesses, but 
I regarded him as a faithful friend. My mother, my eldest 
brother, and my wife warned me that I was in bad com-
pany. I was too proud to heed my wife’s warning. But I 
dared not go against the opinion of my mother and my el-
dest brother. Nevertheless I pleaded with them saying, “I 
know he has the weakness you attribute to him but you do 
not know his virtues. He cannot lead me astray, as my as-
sociation with him is meant to reform him. For I am sure 
that if he reforms his ways, he will be a splendid man. I beg 
you not to be anxious on my account.”

I do not think this satisfied them, but they accepted my 
explanation and let me go my way.

A wave of ‘reform’ was sweeping over Rajkot at the time 
when I first came across this friend. He informed me that 
many of our teachers were secretly taking meat and wine. 
He also named many well-known people of Rajkot as be-
longing to the same company. There were also, I was told, 
some highschool boys among them.

I was surprised and pained. I asked my friend the rea-
son and he explained it thus: “We are a weak people because 
we do not eat meat. The English are able to rule over us, 
because they are meat-eaters. You know how hardy I am, 
and how great a runner too. It is because I am meat- eater. 
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Meat-eaters eaters do not have boils, and even if they some-
times happen to have any, these heal quickly. Our teachers 
and other distinguished people who eat meat are no fools. 
They know its virtues. You should do likewise. There is 
nothing like trying. Try, and see what strength it gives.”

All these pleas on behalf of meat-eating were not made 
at a single sitting. They represent the substance of a long 
and elaborate argument which my friend was trying to im-
press upon me from time to time. My elder brother had 
already fallen. He therefore supported my friend’s argu-
ment. I certainly looked feeble-bodied by the side of my 
brother and this friend. They were both hardier, physi cally 
stronger, and more daring. This friend’s exploits cast a 
spell over me. He could run long distances and extraordi-
narily fast. He was an adept in high and long jumping. He 
could put up with any amount of physical punishment. He 
would often display his exploits to me and, as one is always 
dazzled when he sees in others the qualities that he lacks 
himself, I was dazzled by this friend’s exploits. This was 
followed by a strong desire to be like him. I could hardly 
jump or run. Why should not I also be as strong as he?

Moreover, I was a coward. I used to be afraid of thieves, 
ghosts and serpents. I did not dare to stir out of doors at 
night. Darkness was a terror to me. It was almost impos-
sible for me to sleep in the dark, as I would imagine ghosts 
coming from one direction, thieves from another and ser-
pents from a third. I could not therefore bear to sleep with-
out a light in the room. My friend knew all these weaknesses 
of mine. He would tell me that he could hold in his hand live 
serpents, could defy thieves and did not believe in ghosts.

All these had its due effect on me. I was beaten. It began 
to grow on me that meat-eating was good, that it would 
make me strong and daring, and that, if the whole country 
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took to meat-eating, the English could be overcome.
A day was thereupon fixed for beginning the experi-

ment. It had to be done in secret as my parents were or-
thodox Vaishnavas, and I was extremely devoted to them. 
I cannot say that I did not know then that I should have to 
deceive my parents if I began eating meat. But my mind 
was bent on the ‘reform’. It was not a question of having 
something tasty to eat. I did not know that it had a par-
ticularly good taste. I wished to be strong and daring and 
wanted my countrymen also to be such. The zeal for the 
‘reform’ blinded me. And having ensured secrecy, I per-
suaded myself that mere hiding the deed from parents was 
no departure from truth.

So the day came. We went in search of a lonely spot 
by the river, and there I saw, for the first time in my life, 
meat. There was baker’s bread also. I did not like either. 
The goat’s meat was as tough as leather. I simply could not 
eat it. I was sick and had to leave off eating.

I had a very bad night afterwards. A horrible dream 
haunted me. Every time I dropped off to sleep it would 
seem as though a live goat were crying inside me, and I 
would jump up sorry for what I had done. But then I would 
remind myself that meat-eating was a duty and so become 
more cheerful.

My friend was not a man to give in easily. He now be-
gan to cook various delicacies with meat. And for dining, 
no longer was the quiet spot on the river chosen, but a 
State house, with its dining hall and tables and chairs, 
about which my friend had made arrangements with the 
chief cook there.

Gradually I got over my dislike for bread, gave up my 
pity for the goats, and began to enjoy meat-dishes, if not 
meat itself. This went on for about a year. But not more 
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than half a dozen meat-feasts were enjoyed in all. I had 
no money to pay for this ‘reform’. My friend had there-
fore always to find the money. I had no knowledge where he 
found it. But find it he did, because he was bent on turning 
me into a meat-eater. But even his means must have been 
limited, and hence these feasts had necessarily to be few 
and far between.

Whenever I had occasion to indulge in these secret 
feasts, eating at home was impossible. My mother would 
naturally ask me to come and take my food and want to know 
the reason why I did not wish to eat. I would say to her, “I 
have no appetite today; there is something wrong with my 
digestion.” I knew I was lying, and lying to my mother. I 
also knew that, if my mother and father came to know of my 
having become a meat-eater, they would be deeply shocked. 
This knowledge was making me feel uneasy.

Therefore I said to myself: “Though it is essential to 
eat meat, and also essential to take up food ‘reform’ in the 
country, yet deceiving and lying to one’s father and mother 
is worse than not eating meat. In their lifetime, therefore, 
meat-eating must be given up. When they are no more and 
I have found my freedom, I will eat meat openly, but until 
that moment arrives I will keep away from it.”

This decision I told to my friend, and I have never since 
gone back to meat.

5. Stealing

I have still to relate some of my failings during this 
meat-eating period and also previous to it, which date from 
before my marriage or soon after.

A relative and I became fond of smoking. Not that we 
saw any good in smoking, or liked the smell of a ciga-


