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When the British arrested thousands of Indian leaders in August 1942 after the announcement of the Quit India
Movement, young nationalist voices illuminated the way forward in the form of an underground radio. One such
voice belonged to Usha Mehta, a freedom fighter and Gandhian, who kept the fervour of the freedom movement
alive for three months with nothing but her voice and a desire to keep the nation informed of the real happenings
when the press and news were shackled.

Usha Mehta was born on 25th March 1920 to a district-level judge, Hariprasad Mehta, in Saras, Gujarat. From a
young age, she was surrounded by the fervent atmosphere of the freedom struggle. When she was eight, she joined
the protest against the Simon Commission led by Sir John Simon. In her adolescence, she continued to participate in
political movements such as picketing, spinning cotton in heed of the call for swadeshi (BBC 2020), selling packets
of salt (Thakkar 2021, 236) and distributing Congress bulletins during Gandhi’s Dandi march (Thakkar 2021, 25).

After her father retired in 1930, the family moved to Bombay. Mehta was drawn to the individual satyagraha
organised by Gandhi, but when she wrote to him expressing her desire to join, she was sternly advised to prioritise
her studies and serving her parents until she was asked to join. However, as mass arrests brokae out over the
country in August 1942, there was no time for hesitation or permission. She plunged into the fight for freedom
headfirst (Thakkar 2021, 13).

A two-day session of the All India Congress Committee (AICC) was held on 7th and 8th August 1942 in the August
Kranti Maidan with over 10,000 attendees, including nearly every noteworthy leader of India. The session launched
the Quit India movement, but the Congress leaders were promptly arrested the next morning (Thakkar 2021, 20-
23). A young Usha Mehta had been present in the audience on both days and was moved to action at the turn of
events. As demonstrations and other public actions did not appeal to her, she suggested setting up a radio station
based on studies of revolutions in other countries. A radio station was of tremendous significance at a time when
the press was gagged and would help them keep the rest of the nation apprised of the developments in the freedom
struggle (Thakkar 2021, 25).

Chief among Mehta’s collaborators were Bahubhai Khakar, Vithalbhai
and Chandrakant Jhaveri. The biggest obstacle proved to be technical
knowledge rather than funds. The British had suspended all amateur radio
licences at the advent of the Second World War with severe punishments
for dissidents. Radio operators were few and far between, and even fewer
were Indian (The Indian Express 2024).

Nariman Printer, who worked as a transmitter prior to the war, had held
on to various parts of his transmitter. He had no ideological affinity to
the freedom struggle, but joined the cause as a financial incentive. He
assembled the radio along with the others and replaced the missing parts
and on 3rd September 1942, at 8:45 pm, Congress Radio went live for the
very first time with Mehta saying, “This is the Congress Radio calling on
42.34 metres, from somewhere in India” (The Indian Express 2024).
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In its two and a half months on air, Congress Radio quickly amassed a significant audience. It reported on events
from every nook and corner of the country. It was the first to inform the nation about the Chittagong raid, the
atrocities in Ashti and Chimur, and the strike in Jamshedpur. It was bold and informative where newspapers failed
to be (Thakkar 2021, 116).

“Hindustan Hamara” was played in the beginning and each programme closed with the national song, “Vande
Mataram”. The broadcasts were made from Bombay. Despite the cryptic address, the operators had to keep moving
to evade the police. The broadcasts continued faithfully every day with morning programmes added shortly before
the group along with Usha Mehta was arrested by the police on 12th November 1942 (Thakkar 2021, 36).

On the day of the arrest, each of the collaborators was grimly aware that time was running out and went to the
broadcast willingly, knowing the risks. When the police arrived, the programme was coming to an end with Vande
Mataram playing. Upon being asked to stop the record, Mehta firmly rebuffed the police and commanded them to
stand at attention for the national song (Thakkar 2021, 65-66).

She was charged with four years of imprisonment for each of her four offences. The sentence would run concurrently
(Thakkar 2021, 109). Her time in prison was harsh but it hardly deterred her. In fact, she started studying for her
doctorate while in prison (Thakkar 2021, 240)

Post-independence, she felt that she would best contribute to the realisation of Gandhi’s India by going into education
and inculcating sound values in the youth (Thakkar 2021, 249). After her retirement, she devoted herself entirely
to the Gandhi Smarak Nidhi and Mani Bhavan, two organisations dedicated to furthering Gandhi’s values. In 1998,
she was awarded the Padma Vibhushan (Thakkar 2021, 250-251).

She died of cardiac arrest on 11th August 2000 and was cremated with complete state honours. Then Chief Minister
Eknath Gaikwad observed that it was as if the last chapter of the Gandhian movement had come to an end with the
death of Usha Mehta, whom he considered the “conscience-keeper of the nation” (The Times of India, 200).
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