	
	Journey of the Heart

The story of the female torchbearer who shone the light of truth into the darkness of her age.
	



	
	
	



Sitting on the cast iron bench in the port of Liverpool docks, a rather nondescript bespectacled young lady unbuckles her brown leather suitcase and gently pulls a photograph out from the folds of her freshly laundered clothes. She pulls up her chin with an air of defiance and stares at the sky, but her eyes are already filling with tears. The gigantic steamer of the Blue Funnel Line, ‘Memnon’ looms above her, its vast white freshly painted upper decks, blinding in the winter sunshine. The sonorous bellow of a horn signals the ships imminent departure. Issuing forth from its towering funnel puffs of languid black smoke drift upward into the eternal azure sky, before disappearing forever.
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The year was 1932, Catherine Mary Heilman (later to become Sarala Behn) was set to embark on a life changing journey to India, one from which she would never return. She would prove that irrespective of your background the actions of a single person can have a fundamental impact on the lives of many. That by positive engagement one can inspire and manifest huge beneficial transformation for the good of many.

Born Catherine Mary Heilemann in 1901 in Southwest London. Her father was Otto Gottleib Heilmann born in Switzerland, and her mother Emily was English, she also had a younger brother Alfred. At the age of seven her 
mother passed away and it was her paternal grandmother Katharina who took on the responsibility of managing family affairs within the household. Katharina was to prove a transformative role model for Catherine in early and later life. Katharina provided the emotional support that her father could not, he was of a cheerful disposition but restricted by a staid religious detachment. It was her grandmother who with a boundless altruistic energy assumed control of all family matters such as organising the children and household affairs. Katharina even used her personal savings to keep the family afloat financially as her father's business as a goldsmith proved insufficient to meet their needs. This is crucial when we come to understand the mindset of Catherine later in life. She had witnessed first-hand how women could be the ones to lead and manage; it was another decisive turning point that required Catherine’s enquiring mind to challenge societal norms of the time. At school in West London and in the shadow of the first world war, Catherine found herself ostracised by the Germanic connotations of her surname and was even later denied scholarships to attend university; her father Otto, suddenly found himself marked as a national threat  due to his parents Germanic origins and was unfairly interned by the British government ; even though he was Swiss and he had never even visited Germany. To have to suffer the impact of losing her father through racial discrimination and imprisonment with no crime having been committed, for someone so young, this must have been hugely traumatic for Catherine. This early sense of injustice must also be put in context with events that were unfolding at the time, in a society which had seen enormous changes, particularly for women. Catherine lived in an era of growing female empowerment, the suffragette's victory in gaining important headway in voting rights and the increasing involvement of women after the first world war in once predominantly male workplaces such as heavy industry and law, all these events were occurring around Catherine in those early formative years.  Changes in fashion and lifestyle meant women were also embracing more freedom and confidence in dress and social behaviour. Rejected in her efforts towards further education she was forced to seek work. At the age of sixteen Catherine was still to suffer terrible discrimination from potential employers before she finally secured a position as a clerk. However, she endured further derogatory treatment and discrimination in the workplace as she had at school because of her surname. Some years later Catherines grandmother died, she was devastated and after an argument with her father sometime later, left home. She sought solace in long walks in parks and woodland, and it was here she discovered a deep and meaningful understanding and relationship with nature that her conventional state teaching had been unable to fulfil. 
 
‘”These long rambles in the Spring and Autumn woods, the wondrous clouds of sunset and dawn, fleeting sunshine and shadow over the green countryside, opened a new vision  (which school-taught botany and geography failed to give) which can be communicated by living contact, by experience not by word of mouth or written word.”
 Sarala Devi.

This dismissive regard for conventional methods of teaching paralleled with Ghandhi’s own beliefs at the time towards a more holistic approach to education. She recognised the value in nurturing the mind, body and spirit. She believed development of character and morality could add to the cultural enrichment of the nation. These sentiments were confirmed through contact with Indian students in the late 1920’s when Catherine came to fully explore the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi and the independence movement in India. That would lead her on a life changing journey of self-discovery and fulfilment. One such student was Mohan Singh Mehta. He introduced Catherine to many different aspects of Gandhian philosophy, such as the ‘Nai Talim’ (New Education). An educational vision that matched her own and offered as well as a moral framework, an inclusive set of practical values that were grounded in self-reliance and social equality. To Catherine this idea dovetailed with her own views and the belief that the western approach to ‘education’ was inherently flawed and that there had developed a dangerous disconnect between nature and humans on many levels in society. This was also reflected in the economic and industrial expansion of Britain over decades which had seen conflict and political dominance prevail throughout the colonies. So too Ghandhi's philosophy of non-violent resistance, ‘Satyagraha’, which offered a meaningful departure from past violent approaches at efforts to mobilize the masses and rally political response seen during the first world war.
“Imperialism and colonialism were presented to me in a new light. In our history books Indians were always referred to within the context of ‘The white man’s burden.’ Now, though, I began to understand that we were in India, not for the benefit of the people there, but for their exploitation, and having destroyed their culture we now sought to impose our own.”
     Sarala Devi.

  Ghandhi’s methods seemed to offer a real alternative to the relentless drive of materialism, mass production and consumerism that formed the bedrock of western socio-political thought and its consequential destruction of nature and de-valuing of human existence. On March 12th, 1930, the movement in India was to take an important step forward when Mahatma Ghandhi and his followers led a non-violent protest, (marching 240 miles from his Sabarmati Ashram to Dandi on the Arabian coast) against British salt laws in colonial India; which monopolised the production and sale of salt. The impact was to have monumental repercussions for British colonial domination and the future of India. The civil disobedience marked a symbolic act of defiance and rallied whole swathes of the public from all walks of life to come together as one in opposition to British tyranny. This period started a resolve in Catherine to join the resistance movement in India. She felt it was there one could find the living practice of all the noble spiritual values of Christianity that she had once sought in her earlier ambitions to be a missionary. In an enthusiastic flurry of excitement, she wrote to Ghandhi expressing her desire to embrace a new life in India, he responded with a polite dismissal telling her she would struggle to adapt to the change of climate and culture. Catherine was too self-driven to let her determination be lay wade, even by Ghandhi. On January 4th, 1932, she left for India to start teaching children in Udaipur, ignoring the warnings of friends and family. Ghandhi soon bestowed the Hindi title of Sarala Behn (Honest sister) upon her acknowledging her devotion to a higher cause.
Value and integrity were paramount considerations in every endeavour that Sarala Behn engaged with. This was demonstrated in her first appointment in India when she worked at Vidya Bhavan with her friend Mohan Singh Mehta. She deemed the school not radical enough and left some time later to join the Mahila ashram. She encountered Philosophical obstacles with founder  Jamnawal Bajaj who she felt was failing to uphold the true values of spiritual integration into work. Sensing an overtly dogmatic  Ghandhian approach was being implemented in too strict a fashion to detriment of the workers. Aside from her apparent insubordination she was suffering health problems. Sarala shunned the use of conventional medicine choosing only naturopathy as relief. In 1941 she left for the  Chanuda ashram in the Kumaun Himalaya. After her health began to improve, she spent some time trekking, and it was then she first encountered the women in the hills. Concerned for their welfare she educated them in matters of maternity and general hygiene. She was concerned with the apparent disparity in the women's workload in comparison to the men's working in the fields. By 1942 Sarala Behn was gifted a house in Kausani, ‘Lakshmi’ (which was four years later to become Lakshmi ashram), but elsewhere political tensions were running high, the British government was becoming intolerant amid the ever- rising call for independence. The ‘Quit India movement’ started by Ghandhi as well as the formation of the India National Army pushed British rule to the brink of collapse. In retaliation Indian resistance was being attacked on all fronts, even in remote regions. The Chanouda ashram was attacked and workers arrested. The property was seized and to be auctioned off. The district judge warned Sarala Behn against political interference. Financial penalties and even the death sentence were placed on the political prisoners. Undaunted, Sarala Behn drafted appeals and concerned at the impact the worsening situation was having on the families, began raising funds for them, collecting donations from places as far as Bombay and Lucknow.
On her way to another appeal, she was herself arrested. On release she worked tirelessly for the restitution of the land the government had stolen from the political prisoners. 
Sarala Behn worked tirelessly to address environmental degradation in the Himalayan forests. Her efforts laid the groundwork for the Chipko Movement, which emerged later as a significant environmental
 campaign. She was a passionate advocate for ecological conservation and sustainable living, challenging exploitative practices and raising awareness about the importance of preserving natural resources.
[image: ]‘Be the change you wish to see in the world’
Mahatma Gandhi

[bookmark: _Int_WoAAyLmB]Her work during this period reflected her commitment to social justice, environmental stewardship, and the empowerment of marginalized communities. By the beginning of the Chipko movement in 1974 Sarala Behn was only a matter of years away from the end of her life.  Her boundless energy and enthusiasm to tackle social and ecological issues head-on was truly inspirational. She was a true trailblazer in every respect. Her legacy lives on not only through the wonderful work of the Lashmi ashram but for all those who sought to deliver justice to both humanity and nature; and the realisation that the two are as one.
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