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A braveheart with broken dreams

To some, Baba Amte was a poet and a prophet. To others a crusader. But to the thousands

Q40a

at Anandwan, he was a Mother
Rajni Bakshi

urlidhar Devidas Amtelived the
M last yearsof hislifewithacrown
of thorns. A braveheart by birth
and deed, he leaves behind alegacy of
fractured dreams.
| first met Babain 1989 on the day he
moved into his new home on abarren
dope above the Narmada. Behind him
good over half a century of work with
physically chalenged people a Anand-
wan and historic endeavours like the
Bharat Jodo Y atrain which thousands of
youngstersjoined Babaon ahealing mis-
sion to the most troubled parts of India
For Baba the Narmada Bachao An-
dolan was not essentially a conflict be-
tween the victims and beneficiaries of
megadams. It wasastruggle betweenthe
salf-destructive and crestive dimensions
of the human race. He knew that a soci-
ety that is incapable of harnessing the
water of agrand river without destroy-
ing it is condemned and doomed.
Yes therewasin Babathe poet'slong-

The science of large dams
now seems to belong to the
age of superstition; the
coming century belongs to
the technology of mini and
micro dams. | want Gujarat
to join in this bright future

ing to pass out of thisworld listening to
the swish and gurgle of hisbeloved Nar-
mada maiyya. But he also had a sharp
worldly confidence that the movement
for an alternative, ecologicaly sound and
humanekind of development would gath-
er momentum. His decision to live with
the project-affected people, and drown
with them if necessary, was simultane-
ously a political strategy and the act of
a saintly missionary.

Many of Baba's faithful supporters,
who had admired his earlier charitable
work, were appalled by what they per-
ceived as his anti-development stance.
This hurt Baba, though the rejection of
his radical vision did not surprise him.
Much earlier in life he had faced similar
criticism from family and peers when he
gave up a successful law practice to look
after leprosy patients. But for Baba the
choice was quite simple. How, he asked,
can | continue in a profession where
clientsroutinely expect metoliefor them?

Throughout the 1990s | had the privi-
lege of visiting Baba at that riverside
ashram where Sadhanatai, hiswife, con-
verted the barren hillside into alush oa
sis. The two-room structure built for him
by thelocal villagers morphed into alarg-

er establishment, thanksto support from
their son Vikas and the resources of
Anandwan. For almost ten years, the oa
sis at Kasravad was a hub and pilgrim-
age placefor activists from different parts
of Indiaand the world.

It broke Baba's heart that both his
moral force and astruggleby lakhs of proj-
ect-affected people had failed to convince
policy makers that the dams on the Nar-
mada were a chimera, a short-term gain
that would lead to irreparable long-term
losses. He also knew that thiswas asmall
episode inthe much larger planetary cri-
sis. Today that crisis is more commonly
acknowledged. Interestingly, many of us
who took inspiration from Baba steer
clear of making a moral and spiritual
casefor doing the 'right' thing. In aworld
where aman of Baba's stature could be
dismissed as well-meaning but irrelevant,
it seems safer to stick with hard-nosed
economic arguments that challenge the
conventional wisdom without making it
seem morally ‘low'.

And yet, for me and most of my peers

who knew Baba as a beloved mentor, the
dominant memorieswill be poetic, philo-
sophical and timeless. The most vivid of
these is a conversation during awalk at
dusk in Kasravad. "Matbhed hota haipar
man-bhed kaise ho sakta hai kisise? (One
can have a difference of opinionwith oth-
ers but how can we have differences of
heart?)" asked Babain hislaughing boom-
ing voice. What doesonedothen, | asked.
How does one steer clear of man-bhed?
The feelings and thoughts which divide
hearts, said Baba, arelike birdsthat hov-
er annoyingly overhead. " Shoo them away,
don't let those feelings make anest in your
heart."

VOICES

Baba Amte's demise
has filled me with a
deep sense of grief
and loss. Atrue
Gandhian, heis a
saint of our times. |
pay homage to a truly
great son of India.

Manmohan Singh | PM

| have lost a father. |
have been visiting
Anandwan for 35
years, and | met Baba
only afortnight ago.
They don't make men
like him any more.
And even as | speak
of him in the past
tense, | still can't
believe he is no more.
For me, he will
always be alive
through his work, his
faith, his beliefs.

Nana Patekar | ACTOR

The controversy
about the Bharat
Ratnathis year could
have been solved in
one single sentence:
Baba Amte was the
right candidate. He
had the heart of a
poet and a Mahatma.
I knew him for 40
years; he stood rock-
solid with us on the
child mortality issue
in Maharashtra. Who
now will bless such
initiatives?

Dr Abhay Bang | RURAL

HEALTH ACTIVIST

Maharashtra has lost
a great humanitarian
and saint.

R R Patil | DEPUTY CM,
MAHARASHTRA





