
Books 

Reckoning With Genius 
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esus' timing was perfect: late enough for the J invention of that remarkable literary form 
known as the Gospels, but too early for the invention of 
journalism. Thus we don't know what Jesus had for 
breakfast, we know little about his friendship with Mary 
Magdelene, and we have no interviews recorded by an 
earlier Ved Mehta with his disciples in their old age. Yet 
one can carry the complete corpus of his teaching in a 
pocker. 

After reading Mahatiria Gandhi arid His Apostles 
(Viking; 260 pp.; $14.95), the title itself suggesting the 
Jesus analogy, I am tempted to th ink  Gandhi's timing 
was less fortunate. Gandhi has to survive not only his 
numerous contemporary adversaries, not only the fragile 
(and, as with Nehru, selective) admiration of his follow- 
ers, but of biographers working atop tons of paper and 
with the commentaries of enough witnesses to provide 
extras for a Cecil B. DeMille epic of the Bible. Three 
decades after Gandhi's death there are still survivors 
available for interview, some of them continuing Gan- 
dhian work (occasionaIIy in a state of considerable men- 
tal alertness), some of them custodians of various state- 
established Gandhian shrines, and some off on very 
different tacks, which would cause Gandhi (but not 
Mehta) to smile a bit about the human condition. 

Mehta has written, really, several essays. The largest 
is in the middle, a I IO-page biography of Gandhi that is 
either way too long or much too short. It  is full  of reliable 
but generally pulseless information about Gandhi-from 
birth to assassination-with appropriate quotations from . 
the autobiographical writings. Yet for all the information 
about him,  Gandhi never emerges. With an immense 
grin on a face resembling a newly hatched bird, he seems 
to be looking on at the words from some hideout off the 
edge of the page. 

The failure of the biographical essay is not without 
irony, for elsewhere in the book, among Mehta's reports 
of his encounters with a dozen or two persons who 
worked with Gandhi or k n e w  him in some way, we meet 
Pyarelal, the "official" biographer of Gandhi. Pyarelal 
(he has dispensed with a surname) is, as far as one can 
judge from Mehta, an amiable, verbose hagiographer 

JAhfES H .  FOREST writes from Holland. where he serves as staff 
coordinalorof the International Fellowship of Reconciliation. 

who is guilty, among other things, of overdramatic 
chapter headings. (Ten examples are cited, including 
"Crumbling Heavens" and "The Hinge of Fate.") Yet 
even in Mehta's unsympathetic account one is struck by 
Pyarelal's warmth and compassion, enough to wish- 
these traits were more characteristic of Mehta's prose. 
Mehta seems to confuse literary detachment (which he 
seeks) with literary sterility (which is what he has here 
achieved). 

Pyarelal's qualities come forth when he is pushed to 
reflect on Mehta's favorite Gandhi "scandal," that 
period late in life-indeed, his last year-when Gandhi 
put his celibacy to drastic test by nakedly sharing his 
pallet with his "walking sticks"-the pair of daughter- 
like disciples who substituted for canes as the Mahatma 
walked. But Pyarelal, who knew Gandhi well and inti- 
mately, declines long-winded speculation of a sort that 
Mrhta turns to later in his book. Pyarelal simply quotes 
from Gandhi's own words: "Truth was inborn in me, 
nonviolence came to me with great effort, celibacy l'm 
still striving for." 

This is not to dismiss the importance of the event froni 
reflections on Gandhi's life. Certainly Gandhi was a 
lonely man during his last year-his wife, and so many 
others long dead, and his teaching about a decentralized, 
nonindtptrial economy abandoned by those who would 
actually run the.new Indian state. While he was yet to 
accomplish some of his most extraordinary achieve- 
ments, he was racked with doubts about hiniself. won- 
dering if the impending division of India and the out- 
break of Hindu-Muslim massacres didn't in part have to 
do with some tragic inadequacy in his work during the 
preceding decades. I t  must be understood [hat Gandhi 
linked his vocation to certain assumptions that would 
strike most Americans of the McDonald's Age as medi- 
eval and discredited at best, surviving in the West only in 
Catholic monasteries. 
.. Gandhi believed that the imnieose natural energies 
connected with food and sex could be rechanneled into 
work for service and political-economic transformation. 
Under vowed disciplines that he took upon himself, he 
sought to harness these forces in his most intimate-and 
to those with vastly different assumptions. most 
baffling-"experiment with Truth." Thus he sought to 
further purify his commitment to his vows-not only to 
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be strong enough to function, as do monks in a monas- 
tery, in isolation from temptations that would deflect a 
vow-cont.ained vocation, but to uproot whatever re- 
mained of temptation altogether, doing so by placing 
himself in proximity with what once would have fully 
ignited his sexual passions. 

The experiment lends itself to ridicule as well as 
Freudian scrutiny. His own colleagues (not so much his 
actual co-workers) were alarmed, and, despite his per- 
sonal reluctance to do so, he ended it, returning to 
solitude at nighi. Mehta's attempt to understand, how- 
ever, seems superficial. He is very much a man of his 
own time, living in a culture that sees frequent orgasms 
as a pillar, perhaps the central pillar, of mental health 
(albeit there is plenty of evidence that we humans are 
presently crazier than ever despite the international 
ministries of 
Perirhoirse et al.). 
Gandhi 's  com- 
mitments are 
foreign to us, as 
elusive and mys- 
terious as the faith 
that found expres- 
sion in the Cathe- 
dral of Chartres. 
We marvel at the 
accomplishment 
while rejecting its 
motive force. 

Thus the who- 
ness of Gandhi es- 
capes almost 
everyone's k e n ,  
and certainly Meh- 
ta's. His pilgrim- 
age to find Gan- 
dhi 's  survivors,  
his "apostles," as 
he wants to see 
them, turns out to 
be a .  largely sour 
trek to nowhere: 
through museums 
containing those 
leftovers of the 
Mahatma's life 
upon which dust 
can settle, through 
various institutes 
and trusts estab- 
lished by Indian 
officials to preside 
over the official 
memory of 

Me h t a's. search , how ever , i sn ' t w i t  ho u t reward i ng 
moments. The book's most singular treasure is in its first 
twenty pages, in which we listen not to the author but to 
an unnamed Gandhian woman, who recalls life in one of 
Gandhi's ashrams, a loving but unromanticized account: 

" I t  is said that the Taj Mahal looks different to different 
people.. . . I  feel rather like that about Bapu ["father," 
as Gandhi was often called]. Sometimes I remember 
him as small and unimpressive-looking, other times 
as a tall silhouette. Sometimes I think he must have 
had rickets as a child, because in my mind I picture 
him as crooked-his bones crooked, his head 
crooked, his mouth crooked, his shoulders crooked. 
He even sat a little crooked, with his head slightly 
tilted to one side. But other times I remember him as 
having perfect posture, and wonder if I ever saw his 
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shoulders stoop. 
Then,  again,  I 
think he had weak 
muscles i n  the 
back of his neck 
and he might have 
been a little self- 
conscious about i t  
and made a special 
effort to keep him- 
self erect all the 
t i me. Wood row 
Wyatt, the former 
English M.P., 
once told me that 
he remembered 
Bapu as looking 
rather like a 
polished n u t ,  all 
bright and shiny, 
with no spare 
f I e s h- a brown 
nut, carefully 
cherished. He 

His chocolate-col- 
ored skin was 
smooth, healthy , 
and young-look- 
ing, and shone all 
over." 

The first chap- 
ter,  all i n  her 
voice, is a case of 
presenting the best 
first. Yet there are 
a number of other 
extraordinary per- 
sons Mehta meets, 

gleamed. you know. 

Gandhi-while keeping Gandhi at a safe distance from 
the government's apostasy-through ashrams once in- 
habited by Gandhi, through government offices turning 
out volume upon volume of Gandhi's words. (There are 
fifty-nine volumes of the English edition of The Col- 
lected Works, each averaging 550 pages; another twenty 
volumes are expected.) 

and several of them have quite helpful and interesting 
things to say. But they are overshadowed in Mehta's eye 
by those for whom Gandhi was conipass; when the 
compass was smashed by the assassin's bullet, they,lost 
their way and have (some of them) ended up with rather 
pathetic substitutes and rather sad lives. Frankly, 1 
would have wished them, in their decline, a bit more 
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privacy. I t  i b  certainly not news. whether the subjects be 
the discipleh o f J e ~ s .  Francis of Assisi. or hlartin Luther 
King. Jr . .  that many follcnvers never get the real point. 
What is aiiiazing is that some do. 

hiehta inter\riews rather few of.these. There is. for 
esaniple. a brief appearance by one of the most reinark- 
able living Gandhians, Vinoba Bhave: fifteen para- 
graphs in  all. But Vinoba, himself retired and preparing 
for deuth, apparently had little time for Mehta, or 
perhaps little patience. Aniazingly, J .P .  Narayan 
doesn‘t appear at a l l - o n e  of the most respected Gan- 
dhian survivors and a pivotal force in Indian politics. 
Nor does Morarji Desai, now the Indian prime minister. 
Perhaps they were in jail when Mehta was doing the 
book, yet one would expect at least some treatment of 
their work. Lanza del Vasto. ”Shantidas,“ as Gandhi 
named him (“servant of peace“), continues in Europe 
and Latin America with his “mission to the West,” 
which Gandhi entrusted to him; the impact has been 
considerable. He isn’t counted among the “apostles” by 
hlehta, though many others, whom i t  is unl ikely Gandhi 
would ever have thought of as apostles even were he to 
allow such an analogy. receive considerable attention. 

Gandhi did not, i t  niust be recalled, see himself as a 
latter-day Messiah nor view his most able and trusted 
co-workers as apostles of some new Gandhian church. 
Nonviolence. he insisted, “is as old as the hills.” He 
was a very rare sort o f  nationalist, who refused to see 
killing as a way toward any liberation worth having 
and who detested industrialism and saw in  i t  no future, 
whether for Indians or anyone else. a view that is less 

curiousnow than i t  used to be. He insistocl tliat 3 religious 
base was needed. His own Hinduisiii \\‘as of a particu- 
larly eclectic. inventive variety. very niuch influenced 
by the teachings of Jesus. He \vas, among many other 
things, one of history’s towering ecumenical figures. 
seeing the need for various religious groupings to col- 
laborate in  human service. in work for a nonviolent 
society. even to find ways of living together in coniniu- 
nity without tossing particular liturgies and theologies 
into a blender and ending up with a philosophical pabluni 
satisfying to no one. He wils insistent about recognizing ‘ 

certain truths that transcend religious difference3 in- 
cluding the nerd for discipline as well as faith in  
day-to-day life-a discipline that isn’t at the mercy of 
natural energies but rather tries to harness them. He SHIV , 
nonviolence as meaningless unless i t  was active and 
courageous, involving a personal readiness to have little 
and to live in risk in much the way soldiers d o  under 
battlefield conditions. (Gandhi, un l ike  many pacifists at 
present. had a great admiration for soldiers, but not for 
their tools.) I 

Gandhi was no messiah. no founder of churches. but 
rather a figure whose genius continues to challenge those 
with both religious and political concerns. In reckoning 
with that genius we would do well to reach more deeply 
than Ved Mehta has. In this  connection Gandhi’s own 
books remain a primary source. Lanza del Vasto’s 
Pilgrirrrngr to rhc Soirrce is of great value. Larry Collins 
and Dominique Lapierre‘s Frccdorrr nr Midriiglirstands 
out as the most recent and gripping contribution. 

The Advisors: 
Oppenheimer, Teller and the Superbomb 
by Herbert York 
( W . H .  Freenian and Company; 175 pp.; $6.95) 

M. Glenn Newkirk 

Good litcraturs on the post-World War 
I I  arms race bet\vecn the superpowers 
has begun to appear i n  the past few 
years. Anatol Rappaport’s T h  Big  Two 
and Bruce Russett‘s I i ’ i irir Pricc I’igi- 
lurrc~? are exaniples of excellent writ- 
ings on two very different aspects of the 
cold war‘s phenomenal growth in U . S .  
defense commitments (and defense dol- 
lars). As  the United States moves into 
advanced stages of SALT and as addi- 
tional documents from the early days of 
the nuclear arms race become available 
a f t c r t h e I went y - five - yea r dcc I ass if ica - 
lion delay. an  increasing nuniber  of 
researchcrs can be expected to t u rn  their 
attention to various phases of this  coun- 

try’s conimitnient to niassive destruc- 
t i ve c B pa b i I i t  y . 

One of the early architects of the U.S. 
nuclear arsenal has written just such a n  
account of the events surrounding the  
development of the hydrogen bomb, or 
the superbomb. Contrary to its title. Tlrc 

’ Aihisurs: Opp(wlicittr(~r, T d l c r  ( i t i d  rlic 
Sirpc~rbotrib is not a detailed biography 
of either Oppenheimer or  Tellcr. 
Rather. Herbert York has uscd his 
firsthand work at the La\vrencr Livcr- 
more Laboratory and his close relation- 
ship wi th  the principals involved in the  
debate over superbomb developnirnt to 
focus his book around the activities and 
the report ofthe 19-19 General Advisory 

Committee (GAC) to the U . S .  Atomic 
Energy Commission. 

After a series of ominous Russian and 
Chinese thrusts, froni 1947 through the 
first half  of 1949. [he  Soviets deionated 
their first atomic device i n  the fall of 
1949. and American military strategists 
set their minds to regaining the style of 
weapons superiority to which they had 
grown accustomed. Nunierous propos- 
als sprang up about h o w  this  advantagc 
could be achicvcd i i iost rapidly. One 
proposal gained currency with the back- 
ing o f  Edward Tcllcr: to develop a 
supcrhonib based o n  thc untested and 
hardly understood principle of nuclear 
fusion. The Atomic Energy Commis- 


