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Modern day Gandhian

Goodness  seldomdies. And
so in an age when there
are social workers at literal-
ly the drop of a coin, the
legacy of Muralidhar Dev-
das Amte or BabaAmte lives
on. Baba Amte died today at
the age of 94 in his ashram
at Anandvanin Chitrapur. He
had begun hislife'sjourney as
asocia worker fromthat very
place about 40 years ago,
taking forward the legacy of
Shantivan and Sevagram and
with it the spirit of the hu-
manism that was alive in
pre-independence India.

It was at Anandvan that
Amtewasfirst given 250 acres
of land by the state govern-
ment to start his work for
leprosy patients. Hisworkwas
not of charity, but that of
creating a life of dignity and
hard work for the patients.

WhatwasachievedinAnand-
van lives on today. It was
but a laboratory for his vi-
sion of a life imbued with
respect and self reliance, a
model hewantedforthewhole
nation.

His ashram was home to
destitutes and patients. Many
of them had lost their fin-
gers and feet due to the dis-
ease. BabaAmtenotonlytrained
himself to treat them, but al-
s0 hel ped each of them acquire
skills despite their handi-
cap. These peoplelatertrans-
formed a barren piece of
land into a model farm.

But haf acentury ago, dis-
ease struck Baba Amte and
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condemned him to restrict-
edmobility. But hisvisonwas
dear. Andhewaslivingitaong-
with the community and es-
pecidly histwo sonswhowere
eager to follow him.

Today,whilesonVikasAmte
runs Maharogi Sewa Samiti
and coordinates operations
between Anandwan and satel-
liteprojects; hiswife Dr Bharati
Amterunsahospita at Anand-
wanandhisbrother Dr Prakash
Amte and his wife Dr Man-
daAmterunaschool andhos-
pital at Hemalkasa.

Baba Amte, born on De-
cember 26, 1914 at Hingang-
hat, Wardha district in Ma
harashtrawas the eldest son
of awealthy Brahminlandown-
er and spent an idyllic child-
hood. Bythetimehewasfour-
teen, Babaowned hisowngun
and hunted boar and deer.

"During his college holi-
days, Babatravelled all over
India. Hevisited Shantinike-
tan, attracted by Rabindranath
Tagore's music and poetry.
Closerto home, at Sewagram

(Gandhiji'sashram) near Ward-
ha, Babawas equally fasci-
natedwithGandhi'srelationship
with God.

But it was the poetic sim-
plicity of Maharashtra's fiery
social reformer, Sane Guru-
ji, which pushed him into
action. From Anandvan, he
moved to Hemalkasa where
he took on the might of the
state and central governments
and persuadedthemto reverse
thedecisionontwo hydel pow-
erprojects. But hefaledtopro-
duce the same success with
regard to Madhya Pradesh.

Accordingto MedhaPatkar,
she was not a follower or
disciple of BabaAmte, but def-
initely foundhiminspiring. He
was opposed to big dams
and had a clear view on the
matter, she added.

Amte brought out abook-
let titled Cry O Beloved Nar-
madain July 1989, dubbing
the Narmada project as a
social, economic and eco-
logical disaster-in-the-mak-
ing. It sorecountedtheemerg-
ing protests against the mega
dams. Baba concluded with
an appeal to actively examine
alternativesto big dams.

Decorated with various
awardssuch astheMagsaysay
award in 1985, the Damien
Dutton award (the highest
award in the field of lep-
rosy) in 1983 and the Inter-
national Gandhi Peace Prize,
Baba Amte believed that the
example of Gandhi will find
followers in the coming gen-
eration. The efforts of Baba
Amtearenot lostvoicesinthe
deep either.



