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Everyone - f r o m t h e most humble t o t h e most 
high and mighty - has a d ream of his own. And in 
most cases , t h i s d ream r e l a t e s t o t h e i nne r des i re 
f o r ra is ing one ' s s t a t i o n i n l i f e , be i t i n ma te r i a l 
condit ion, i n t e l l e c t u a l a t t a i n m e n t , soc ia l s tanding 
or j u s t c l imbing t h e rungs of power . 

There a r e however , a f ew - a very few -
whose dream consis ts of devot ing t h e i r l ives f o r 
t h e wellbeing of t h e i r fellow-men among whom may 
be t h e s ick, t h e oppressed, t h e i l l i t e r a t e , t h e backward . 
This may involve leaving t h e secu r i ty of t h e i r home 
and h e a r t h under tak ing d i f f i c u l t journeys, l iving 
among al ien people s o m e t i m e s i n t h e most adverse 
c i r cums tances and voluntar i ly moving f r o m civi l izat ion 
t o where t h e most backward and t h e needy a r e . 
Such a one, f o r i n s t a n c e , was f a t h e r Damien and 
Alber t Schwei tze r ; Dr. Ida Scudder and Dr. Kotnis. 
And such a one was Miss Margare t Barr, a f f e c t i o n a t e l y 
cal led 'Kong Barr ' by t h e Khasis among whom she 
l ived and worked f o r near ly f o u r decades . 

The dream t h a t b rough t Miss Barr t o India 
and especia l ly t o t h e r e m o t e p a r t s of t h e Khasi 
hills according ' to h e r s t a r t e d t ak ing shape in her 
l a t e t w e n t i e s , a l though a s she says in h e r autobiography 

i t i s a lways d i f f i c u l t t o t i e down a dream t o any 
one moment .. i t owes i t s r i s e t o more t h a n one 
i nc iden t i n t h e c a r e e r of t h e d r e a m e r and t o t h e i r 
subsequent deve lopmen t and merging." She t r a c e s 
t h e dream back t o t h e t i m e when a t one of t h e 
annua l meet ings of t h e Genera l Assembly of Unitar ian 
and Chris ta in Churches she f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e heard 
f r o m Rev. Gr i f f i t h J . Sparham of " an indigenous 
l i t t l e Uni tar ian movemen t in t h e Khasi hills and 
of t h e courage , vision and s imple f a i t h of t h e man 
who had founded i t " . "From t h a t moment" , she says, 
"her f a t e was sealed" . But ac tua l ly , looking back, 
we can s e e t h a t h e r f a i t h was a s good a s sea led 
when she r evo l t ed aga ins t t h e Methodist re l igion 
of h e r pa ren t s . She had a lways been a r e s t l e s s sp i r i t 
with a quest ioning mind. And soon she found t h a t 
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t h e r e was much in t h e t each ing of t h e Church which 
she could n o t unders tand . This i s how, f o r i n s t ance , 
she descr ibes h e r men ta l conf l i c t : "The Doctr ine 
of A t o n e m e n t I found especia l ly ba f f l ing . How could 
t h e loving F a t h e r - God t a u g h t by J e s u s r equ i re 
t h e horr ible c rue l ty of t h e Cross b e f o r e he could 
fo rg ive s i n f u l men? Surely t h i s was a den ia l of his 
own t each ing in t h e Parab le of t h e Prodigal son. 
And how was i t possible f o r J e s u s t o be t h e 'only 
bego t t en son 1 when he himself had t a u g h t t h a t a l l 
men were sons of God,- and when his tory showed 
so many g r e a t men and good sould even b e f o r e t h e 
t i m e of Jesus?" 

Such ques t ions and doubts had l e d Annie Besant 
t o theosophy; Margare t found h e r answer in Unitarianism 
When she a t t e n t e d a Uni tar ian se rv ice a t Cambr i -
dge i n which t h e Minister spoke of re l ig ions o t h e r 
t h a n Chris t iani ty wi th genuine r e s p e c t , she found 
th i s t o be comple te ly d i f f e r e n t f r o m anything she 
had heard a t Missionary meet ings during h e r Methodist 
days and f e l t l ike "Some w a t c h e r of t h e skies 
when a new p l a n e t swims i n t o his ken". Accordingly 
in 1921 a t t h e age of t w e n t y t w o she b e c a m e a 
Unitar ian. 

This change in he r own persona l l i f e t o g e t h e r 
with t h e knowledge of t h e Uni tar ian movement founded 
in t h e Khasi hills by Hajom Kissor Singh decided 
h e r course of l i f e . But t h e big qaues t ion was how 
t o c o m e t o India? I t was a t t h a t t i m e t h a t Rev. 
Magnus C. R a t t e r had r e t u r n e d t o England a f t e r 
spending some t i m e among t h e Unitar ians of t h e 
Khasi hills and r e p o r t e d t h a t something should be 
done f o r t h e m , al though in view of his i n d i f f e r e n t 
hea l th he was r e l u c t a n t t o go t h e r e h imsel f . When 
Miss Barr c a m e t o know of t h i s she i m m e d i a t e l y 
wro te t o t h e Unitar ian c o m m i t t e e ; ' he re am I send 
me 1 . The c o m m i t t e e , however rep l ied t h a t t h e y could 
n o t t a k e t h e responsibi l i ty of sending a woman alone 
t o such a lonely pos t ' . As th i s was no inspi ra t ion 
t o Miss Barr t o s ea rch f o r a husband, she had t o 
look t o some o t h e r means of coming t o India. 
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And t h e n t h e oppor tun i ty c a m e . On Rev. 
R a t t e r ' s r e c o m m e n d a t i o n , M a r g a r e t r ece ived an i n v i t a -
t i on f r o m t h e Gokhale Memorial Girl 's $>choaL in 
Ca lcu t t a t o c o m e and join a s r e s i d e n t housemothe r 
and a t e a c h e r i n English and Mathemat ics . Here 
a t l a s t was an opening and Margaret was t h e l a s t 
person t o miss i t - And so she sai led f o r India i n 
1933. 

The f i r s t person she wanted t o m e e t i n India 
was Mahatma Gandhi. Marga re t ' s e lde r s i s t e r Mary, 
was a l ready he re working with Gandhij i and with 
h e r help Margare t r e a c h e d Wardha and could m e e t 
h im. She r e c a l l s t h e meet ing thus : 

Then j u s t b e f o r e I rose t o go I said, ' w h a t 
do you rea l ly w a n t your English f r i ends t o do, Bapu?' 

Like a f l a sh c a m e t h e reply , admoni tory f i n g e r 
ra i sed , f a c e a l igh t with t h e f a m o u s mischievous 
too th les s smile , 'keep o u t of j a i l now. Don ' t go ge t t i ng 
mixed up in pol i t ics , f ind some cons t ruc t ive work 
t o do. ' 

'And cons t ruc t ive work I suppose means vil lage 
work, ' said L 

'Of course , 'he rep l ied , 'wha t e l se i s worth 
doing in comparison with serving those who need 
you most? ' 

This advice of Gandhiji , Miss Barr maintained 
t o t h e end, was one of t h e voices t h a t made t h e 
s tu f f h e r d r e a m was made o f . The o t h e r voice was 
t h a t of Hajom Kissor Singh. 

Hajom Kissor Singh (born on 15 J u n e 1865 
a t Cherrapunji) was by any and a l l a ccoun t s a pheno-
mena. S tar t ing his s tud ies i n a Methodist mission 
school, a t f i f t e e n he conve r t ed t o t h e calvLnistic 
f a i t h . But l ike so many o the r s he found i t d i f f i c u l t 
t o a c c e p t every th ing t h a t he was to ld a b o u t Chr is t iani ty 
and soon his quest ioning and doubts l ed him in sea-
r c h of a more sa t i s fy ing f a i t h . Deep medi ta t ion 
led him independent ly t o develop t h e main t e n e n t s 
of wha t fo rm Unitarianism and when through a Brahmo 
f r i end he c a m e t o l e a r n of Rev. Charles Dall in 
Ca lcu t t a , he eager ly cor responded with him s o m e w h a t 
surprised t o know t h a t t h e r e were l ike minded people 
near ly a l l ove r t h e world and who cal led themse lves 
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Unitarians. Then in f a c e of t h e g r e a t host i l i ty of 
his acqua in tances i n t h e or thodox f a i t h who cal led 
him an ' enemy of t h e Lord ' , Hajom Kdssor Singh 
founded t h e Unitar ian Church in t h e Kahsi hills 
in 1887 with t w o men and one woman a s members . 
. . .Ent irely a non-proselyt iz ing f a i t h , t h e church 
has never th less s teadi ly gained s t r e n g t h t i l l now 
when i t has 27 Churches and near ly f i v e thousand 
members . Hajom Kissor Singh himself died i n 1923 
b u t his work was ca r r i ed on by his son Ekiman 
Singh, and above al l , Miss Margare t Barr. 

I t was previously t h e knowledge of Hajom 
Kissor Singh's ' l i t t l e indigenous movement ' ' t h a t 
had inspired Miss Barr t o look t owards India and 
so even while a t t end ing t o h e r du t ies in t h e Gokhale 
Memorial School i n Ca lcu t t a , h e r eyes r ema ined 
t u rned t o t h e e a s t , and she avai led of t h e f i r s t 
school vaca t ion t o pay a v is i t t o t h e Khasi hills 
"where a whi te woman had sca re ly been seen b e f o r e 
and a whi te Unitar ian woman was a nine-days 
wonder." Final ly h e r Ca lcu t t a c o n t r a c t c a m e t o 
an end in November 1935, and a f t e r a s h o r t holiday 
in South India , ttI ta i l my way bag and baggege 
i n Apri l 1936 t o my new sphere of ac t iv i ty in t h e 
Khasi Hills". 

Here she soon r ea l i zed t h a t t h e key t o giving 
a b e t t e r l i f e t o t h e people of t h i s a r e a l ay i n e d u c a -
t ion , and educa t ion in th i s region had so f a r been 
monopolized by t h e missionaries who la id emphasis 
on narrow s e c t a r i a n and Christ ian educa t ion . F o r t u n a -
t e l y soon a f t e r h e r a r r i va l she m e t a kindred sp i r i t 
in t h e Di rec tor of Educat ion ( the l a s t Englishmen 
t o hold t h e post) . She found t h a t he t o o was i n t e r e s t e d 
i n l ibe ra t ing Khasi educa t ion f rom t h e stranglehold 
of t h e Missions. 

And so ear ly i n 1938 h e r educa t iona l exper i -
men t began . A school f o r young chi ldren was opened 
in t h e Laban Church .and a Gain ing class f o r young 
woman t e a c h e r s s t a r t e d . 

Inspired by t h e Basic Educat ion concep t 
of Gandhiji, she t h u s s e t o u t t h e a ims of h e r school: 
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i) To produce in t e l l igen t and a l e r t vi l lagers with 
a hea l thy r e s p e c t f o r hones t t o i l and a des i re 
t o improve t h e i r l o t . 

ii) Develop responsible d e m o c r a t i c c i t i zensh ip . -
iii) Imbue a sense of s t ewardsh ip - a s ac r ed t r u s t 

t o be used f o r a l l and especialLy f o r t hose l e s s 
f o r t u n a t e t h a n themse lves . 

iv) C r e a t e in everyone a r ega rd f o r t h e f a i t h of 
o thers , r e fus ing f o r his own f a i t h exclusive c la ims, 
y e t l oya l t o his own be l ie fs ; and f inding in i n t e r -
rel igious fe l lowship a uni ty of sp i r i t . 
Although na tura l ly t h e r e was s t rong opposition 

t o h e r s c h e m e f r o m or thodox e l emen t s , b u t a s Rev. 
Sparham says in his book Khasi Calls: "very rapidly 
word went round t h a t he re was a school d i f f e r e n t 
f rom a l l t h e r e s t and methods of t each ing t h a t had 
neve r even been d r eamed of i n t h e Khasi Hills", Even 
t h e Inspec tor of schools, himself a Khasi, vis i ted 
t h e school l e s s t h a n six months a f t e r i t had s t a r t e d 
r e p o r t e d t h a t he "could neve r have bel ieved i t possible 
f o r Khasi school chi ldren t o be so a l e r t and so happy." 

By 1941, t h e school had a modest building of 
i t s own with t h e ass i s tance g ran ted by t h e American 
Unitar ians. She cal led i t t h e Sunderland Mem ora l 
School in memory of Dr. J . T . Sunderland - a t r u e 
f r i end of India and a l i f e - long companion of Hajom 
Kissor Singh. 

Encouraged by t h e response of t h e l o c a l people, 
Miss Barr s t a r t e d ano the r school i n 1940 a t Malki. 
And soon y e t ano the r school c a m e up t o which Lady 
Reid t h e wife of t h e Governor of Assam agreed t o 
lend h e r name . I t r ema ined t h e Lady Reid Non -
Sec ta r ian school when i t was t a k e n over by Government 
in 1949. At abou t t h i s t i m e th i s was also t a k e n up 
with t h e possibil i ty of "a comple te ly non-proselytising 
and non-sec ta r ian school ' , helped by Chandra Nath 
Roy. How i m p o r t a n t Miss Barr 's contr ibut ion was 
in th i s f i e ld can be guaged by a r e p o r t Mr G.D.Walker 
t h e commiss ioner of Assam f i e ld in 1942 a f t e r having 
visi ted h e r school: 
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"The people of t h e Khasi and J a i n t i a Hills a r e 
r e n t with f ac t i ons , under t h e oM-fashioned s e c t a r i a n 
missionaries. Miss Barr ' s i n f l u e n c e i s a l l f o r uni ty , 
and among h e r f r i e n d s and suppor t s a r e s e v e r a l of 
t h e leading young in te l l igen ts ia n o t only or' even pr inc i -
pally among the ' unconver ted 1 b u t also among t h o s e 
brought up in t h e narrow Chris t ian missions... And 
i t i s f rom t h e young people t h a t t h e sp i r i t of uni ty 
and b read th of outlook and sympa thy , so boldly needed 
here , will spread" . 

So long, Miss Barr ' s a c t i v i t i e s had been cen t r ed 
i n Shillong and mostly conf ined t o educa t ion . Now 
she f e l t t h a t i t was t i m e f o r h e r t o move vil lage ward. 
As she wro te in 1938: "I'm beginning t o doubt t h e 
wisdom of t h i s idea of bringing vi l lage chi ldren and 
young people i n to Shillong. I am inclined t o think 
t h a t wha t I must aim i s a vi l lage cen t r e " . An opportuni ty 
c a m e when in 1949 Governmen t took over h e r Lady 
Reid school and made i t t h e f i r s t - Basic Training 
Cent re f o r t h e Hills a s Miss Barr had des i red . She 
remained t h e Pr incipal of t h i s school t i l l a su i tab le 
subs t i tu te was found. 

The vil lage t h a t she choose was Kherang, abou t 
25 Kms. f rom Shillong. By t h i s t i m e she had adopted 
a Khasi gir l a s h e r daugh te r , and in 1951 bo th mother 
and daugh te r moved t o Kherang where Ekiman Singh 
had g o t a house r e a d y f o r h e r . The work in t h e vil lage 
was much more d ivers i f ied and see ing t h e u t m o s t 
necess i ty of bringing hea l t h c a r e t o t h e vi l lage, Miss 
Bar r herself took a course i n midwifery . Soon under 
h e r c a r e t h e Kherang l andscape changed. The s leepy 
vil lage g o t a r u r a l c e n t r e , where f a r m e r s were given 
bas ic t ra in ing i n poul t ry and o t h e r f ie lds , a hea l th 
and ma te rn i ty c e n t r e and a schooL Dr.Lotta Hitschma-
nova of Canada of t h e Uni ta r ian Service C o m m i t t e e 
of Canada who paid a s h o r t v i s i t t o Kherang gave 
a r e p o r t which highl ights t h e d i f f i cu l t i e s involved 
in Miss Barr ' s work a s wel l a s h e r ach i evemen t . She 
s t a r t e d f r o m Shillong, she says , on h e r 16 mile pa th . 
The f i r s t six miles had been made i n t o road t h a t 
a c c o m m o d a t e d wheels; h e n c e she could r i de i n a 
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bus. In t h e remain ing t e n miles of cQimbing over 
unce r t a in and ever -changing foo tho lds she found t h e 
f i r s t p a r t she "thoroughly enjoyed; t h e l andscape 
continualLy changing and t h e t iny vi l lages with low 
huts mostly made of t h a t c h , with hordes of chi ldren 
gasping a t t h e s igh t of us. But a s we c l imbed over 
those rough s tone roads . 

Oh. I shal l neve r f o r g e t t h e l a s t t h r e e miles. 
They were an ordeaL. . I grew s i l en t and d e s p e r a t e -
a f t e r t h o s e l a s t bends of inhospi table soi l wi th t h e 
wind and t h e sun bea t ing down on us. I t i s no chi ld ' s 
play t o r e a c h Kherang, b u t how much wor th my e f f o r t . 
I have wa tched chi ldren ' s communi t i e s a l l around 
t h e world b u t in many r e s p e c t s Kherang i s t h e most 
r e m a r k a b l e of them al l . . . The chi ldren belong t o f o u r 
d i f f e r e n t rel igions and t a k e t u r n s i n conduct ing t h e 
se rv ices e a c h week j the hymns t h e y sing e a c h morning 
and n igh t and t h e p raye r s t h e y use a r e t a k e n f rom 
e l l g r e a t re l igions of t h e world, i n p e r f e c t Gandhian 
t r ad i t ion . . .L i f e a t kherang i s a happy exper ience and 
you h e a r c o n s t a n t singing and l a u g h t e r and giggles; 
t h e s e a r e t h e f i r s t comple te ly happy chi ldren I had 
eve r m e t i n an Indian ins t i tu t ion . Margare t Barr. . . 
has opened t h e s e ch i ldren ' s eyes t o s e e t h e wonders 
of t h e world.. . Not unf i t t ing ly has t h i s g r e a t t e a c h e r 
been cal led t h e ' feminine Schwei tze r ' , and you t h e 
comple t e disregard f o r any physica l c o m f o r t t o know 
you a r e in t h e p resence of a singularly unique personal i ty" 

Bruce f indlow, an Austral ian was so f a s c i n a t e d 
by Klierang t h a t he s p e n t near ly a y e a r t h e r e and 
au thored t h e book Kherang. Seeing Kong Barr t h e r e , 
he r ight ly says t h a t i t was d i f f i c u l t t o be l ieve t h a t 
she was t h e person descr ibed in t h e y e a r Book of 
t h e Genera l Assembly of Unitar ian and f r e e Christ ian 
Churches a s : - "Ed. Girton Coll., Cambridge, 1920-23; 
Homer ton Coll., Cambridge, 1924-25, Manches te r 
ColL, Oxford, 1926-27; B.A. (Cantab. , 1923); M.A. 
(1927); Lay Charge Rutherham, 1927-28, Minister 
1928-33; Khasi Hills, Assam 1936 - " . 

Miss Barr had r o a m e d t h e world over , been in 
t h e company of t h e h ighes t and t h e might ies t b u t 
as she says abou t h e r d ream and Kharang and i t s 
people: "It i s he re a t Kharang in t h e midst of a l l 

401 



t h i s wild lovel iness t h a t i t h a s f l owered and f r u i t e d . 
So i t i s he re t h a t I, who hcdd i t , belong". 

And t h a t i s where she l ived and worked t i l l d e a t h 
c la imed h e r on 11 August 1973. 

Today t h e Kharang Rura l c e n t r e may n o t have 
r e t a i n e d i t s old glory and t h e educa t iona l i n s t i t u t ions 
founded by h e r may have l angu i shed ; t h i s o f t e n happens 
when a p ioneer l e a v e s t h e scene . Yet , h e r words 
of wisdom on educa t ion will l ive . Today when prob lems 
posed n o t only by t h e Aligarhs, Fa izabads and M u z a f f a r -
naga r s b u t by I ran and I raq, t h e PLO and I s r ae l b u m 
a l l around us, we would do wel l t o l i s t en t o t h e f e e b l e 
and y e t t h e voice of wisdom f r o m t h e back of beyond 
which t e l l s us: 

"I am convinced t h a t t h e major r ea son why t h e 
world i s cursed with so many nar row-minded and 
pre jud iced people i n t h e m a t t e r of re l igion i s s e c t a r i a n 
educa t ion in childhood.. . I be l ieve and know t h a t ' t h -
e r e i s ' ano the r alternatively namely t h e t e ach ing of 
Compara t ive Religion.. . l e t me ha s t en t o add t h a t 
by c o m p a r a t i v e Religion I do n o t mean (as i s a l l 
t o o o f t e n meant) t o t a k e one ' s own re l ig ion a s a 
s t andard " with which t o measure and c o m p a r e a l l 
t h e r e s t , t r e a t i n g t h e m , a t bes t , wi th a s o r t of t o l e r a n t 
pa t ronage , and a t wors t measuring w h a t i s b e s t i n 
one ' s own with w h a t i s i n f e r i o r in o the r s , and so, 
of course , s t reng then ing pre jud ices a l ready s t rong. 
By Compara t ive Religion I mean genuine i n t e r e s t 
in and unbiased s tudy of a l l t h e world 's g r e a t re l igious 
t r ad i t ions . And t h i s can and should be s t a r t e d a t 
a very t e n d e r age , by sa tu ra t ing t h e chi ld 's mind 
with s to ry mate r ia l , n o t f r o m one, b u t f r o m all ; till 
Chris t ians a r e a s f a m i l i a r with t h e s t ro ry of Buddha 
car ry ing t h e l i t t l e l a m b in his a r m s a s t h e y a r e with 
Jesus blessing t h e chi ldren; t i l l Muslims know as 
much abou t Ar juna ' s conversa t ions with God a s t h e y 
do abou t Mohamned's: and un t i l a l l of t hem have 
sensed someth ing of t h e r e a l i t y of t h e exper i ence 
which l ed Lao Tse t o t h e assurance t h a t his I m m o r t a l 
Mother Above was bending over him in his l a s t moments 
and ch r i s t t o su r render unhesi ta t ingly t o t h e f a t h e r 
i n to whose hands he c o m m i t t e d his spirit ." 
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