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Uma Ben: Ever-blossoming - &l ci&IR

“My relationship with her has evolved over time,"
the sharp-witted Narayan Bhai would say with a
mischievous smile. "She came into my life as a daughter,
then she became my doctor, and lately, | find her
to be my dictator.”

Dr. Sanghamitra, lovingly known as Uma Ben
or Didi, led a profoundly purposeful and impactful life.
From an early age, she was determined to serve others.
Nonviolence and selfless community service were deeply
ingrained in her. She chose to become a physician,
but her formal education was interrupted by the violent
civil war that led to the birth of Bangladesh. Undeterred,
she organized a team of fellow students and rushed
to support traumatized refugees in the camps. She
often said that she learned more in those camps than
she did in her college classrooms.

Uma Ben began her career at a remote health
clinic serving Adivasi communities in northeastern India.
With both a professional eye and a compassionate
heart, she quickly recognized the hardships mothers
faced during childbirth and early childcare. This experience
ignited her lifelong commitment to improving health,
particularly in rural India.

She later refined her research skills in the United
States as a postdoctoral fellow. Upon returning to India,
she and her partner, Dr. Suren Gadekar—a deeply
committed physicist—embarked on decades-long,
systematic research into the health and environmental
consequences of rapid and often haphazard “development”
projects.

Uma Ben formed deep connections with everyday
people across the subcontinent—from Kutch to
Bangladesh, Nepal to Tamil Nadu. She listened, observed,
embraced both young and old, and meticulously
documented abnormalities and developmental challenges,
always with a blend of empathy and scientific rigor.

Although I’'ve known her since birth, | truly came
to “know” her over the past three decades. Our relationship
deepened while planning and undertaking her two tours
of the United States in 2008 and 2012. Originally
envisioned as “Gandhi Katha” tours, they evolved into
something much more: reconnecting with old friends,
engaging with peace and environmental activists, and
interactive presentations to diverse audiences across

North America. We held events at over 25 venues—
including universities, community centers, television
studios, dormitory lounges—all enthusiastically supported
by the warmth and hospitality of generous local hosts.

Narayan Bhai guided the team in designing novel
forms of presentationsthat incorporated music, interfaith
prayers, spinning wheel (charkha) demonstrations, and
interactive dialogues. These gatherings were both dynamic
and intimate, bringing Gandhian inspired core values
of nonviolence and Satyagraha into contemporary spaces.

| found those tours uniquely intense and
challenging, involving activities | had never trained for—
like serving as a Hindi-English or Gujarati-English translator
of Narayan bhai’s talks, at public events, serving as
atour guide, driving interstate in a van, and, as Narayan
Bhai jokingly put it, acting as their “agent.” | could
not have anticipated how deeply enriching and
transformative those experiences would be.

Uma Ben seamlessly carried on the roles of
daughter, doctor, and “disciplinarian” of Narayan Bhai.
Their daughter-father bonding was deeply moving to
witness. They were instinctively aware of the needs,
expectations, and comfort zones of the other. Even
while tending to her “triple duties,” Uma Ben maintained
a strong sense of personal agency and purpose.

She met with scholars, students, activists, and
general audiences to share her experiences on topics
like nuclear energy, nuclear weapons, community health,
and communal violence. She seemed to be on a constant
quest for innovative ideas and models that could guide
us toward a more peaceful, just, and sustainable world.
She listened actively, asked thoughtful questions,
welcomed fresh perspectives, and connected with ease
to each person in her presence. She was curious,
grounded, generous, warm, and fully present.

Finally, a word about Uma Ben’s role as the
most loving, caring, and proud mother of Dua. Dr.
Charusmita—Ilovingly called Dua—is indeed a blessed
gift that Uma Ben has so generously left behind for
the world.

Individuals like Uma Ben are rare. Their legacy
is everlasting and ever-blossoming—2el ¢8R

May1,2025. San Diego, USA - Mohan Trivedi
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