A Meeting with Rashtrapati Dr.A.P.J.Abdul Kalam








---Lalit Uniyal

The meeting, scheduled for 12 noon on 27th February last, was preceded by certain formalities that began as early as 11 am. I was leading a group of 30 children, 2 teachers, a senior member of our management Mrs. Kamala Chowdry, and our consultant Mr. Gilbert Bose. Our school (classes 1 to 8) is in a remote village called Aau in Banda district. Our team consisted of 11 girls and 19 boys in the age group 9 to 15. Half of them were from extremely poor Dalit families where the bread-earner was an agricultural labourer or rickshaw-puller. 

We carried a bouquet for Rashtrapatiji which we purchased in Delhi. From the school itself we brought some honey from our apiary and there was also an album containing various items the children had made and put together for the occasion: a card wishing long life to Rashtrapatiji, some paintings done by them, photographs that they had taken, developed and printed as part of their activities, and essays in Hindi and English about life in the school. Each of these items was checked and cleared by security; but one was impressed by the cordiality of the staff, for all the time they treated us like guests. 

We were ushered into the meeting Hall at 11.30 am, and the children and teachers were seated in four semi-circular rows close to the chair that was reserved for Rashtrapatiji. Two seats in the extreme right of the front row were reserved for us two members of the management. On our own we had arranged for every one of us to have his name written on a lapel card which also had a small national flag attached to it. 

The senior of the three ADCs present briefed me on the proceedings that would soon take place. He explained that, just when Rashtrapatiji would be about to enter the room, he (the senior ADC) would stand to attention and announce “Mahamahim Rashtrapati” (the equivalent of “His Excellency the President”). All present would then stand up, and they would take their seats again only after Rashtrapatiji himself sat down. When Rashtrapatiji entered the room, he would be received at the entrance by the two members of the management and by two students, one a girl, the other a boy. The presentation of the honey and the album would be done at that stage. Once Rashtrapatiji took his seat he would himself conduct the proceedings. Since he did not know Hindi, he would be assisted by a translator. The ADC warned me and the teachers not to prompt any child, or try to answer any question addressed to a child, for that would invite rebuke. He told the children that they could speak with utmost freedom, but he advised me to speak only when spoken to. “Rashtrapatiji detests any attempt by elders to hijack his interaction with children,” he added. 

On my part I told the children that it could take Rashtrapatiji a couple of minutes to take his seat because of the formalities at the entrance. I instructed them to keep looking straight ahead while standing and not to crane their necks to see what might be going on at the doorway. 

On entering the Hall, Rashtrapatiji at once shook hands with me, affectionately patted the little boy who offered him the bottle of honey, and held the hand of the little girl who presented him the album. As soon as he took his seat he asked me what was special about my school. Briefly and quickly, I told him our school was being run in a backward village for the most deprived children; it was child-friendly; the process of learning was linked to the real world; and we were teaching several skills such as computers, bee-keeping, tailoring, photography, sheet metal work, typing, and shorthand. Our other member, Mrs. Chowdry, added two other features, viz. that girls were given a lot of encouragement by us, and that the work was being done in highly adverse circumstances in face of relentless opposition by vested interests. 

“There is a Ravana there?” – he asked. 

“There are several Ravanas.” 

“Yes, there were more asuras than devas,” he said with a smile. “But why do people oppose good work?”

“It’s because social relations have begun to alter on account of our work. Those who have been enjoying unfair advantages do not want things to change.” 

He asked me how many dropouts we had in our school. I told him that we had hardly any dropouts, except when some agricultural labourer left for Punjab with his whole family. “The children are happy in school. They enjoy it,” I added. 

“If children are happy, the teachers must be good.” 

He then turned to the children and asked them who their favourite teacher was. The children gave the names of their favourites. He asked the teachers too to stand up and tell him about themselves and the subjects they taught. Rashtrapatiji then told the children about a school teacher of his who had taught him how birds fly, how the wings keep it afloat and how the tail controls the direction of its flight. This had inspired him to dream of flying, which in turn determined the aim of his life. 

He next turned to the question of having an aim in life and asked the children what they wished to be when they grew up. A series of answers came up. Some, especially the girls, said they wished to be teachers; others spoke of becoming soldiers, air force pilots, doctors, policemen, judges, district magistrates, and one boy even said he wanted to become Rashtrapati! 

He told the children that it was good to have dreams, for that was the thing which would provide them with a goal in life. But two other things were also necessary. They must be prepared for tapasya, for working day and night to realise their dreams. Finally, they must never allow themselves to get defeated by defeat. To fulfil a dream one has to persevere in the face of terrific difficulties. He advised the children that even as students there were certain things they could do. They could seek to excel in their studies to the best of their ability; they could make 3 or 4 persons learn to read and write; and they could plant two trees. 

He then asked the children to repeat after him the words of his poem:

Dream, Dream, Dream

Dreams transform into thoughts

And thoughts result in action. 

He added what he has said in another poem of his, viz. that it was a crime to have a small aim. 

After this he gave freedom to the children to ask him whatever they wished. Some of the more interesting questions and answers are being given below. 

“Sir, what is a small aim?” – asked one child. 

“You said you dream of being a doctor. Suppose you also like shoes and want to possess an attractive shoe. You then have two aims. Which is the smaller aim?” 

The child thought over this earnestly, then said, “Wanting the shoe is the smaller aim.” 

“Sir, why is a small aim a crime?” – asked another student. 

“Only a big aim makes possible the use of all your abilities. By pursuing a small aim you don’t give expression to your potential, and you also deprive the country of what you can contribute to it.” 

“Sir, how did you become Rashtrapati?”

“I was a scientist who had got recognition and then suddenly I was selected.”

“Sir, what is the country’s greatest enemy?”

“Poverty,” he said.

“Not illiteracy, sir?”

“Yes, that too is a great problem. But poverty is the main problem. It attracts all other problems,” he answered. 

“Sir, why do you love children?”

“Because they are good people. They are truthful, they have dreams. When people grow up, they tend to give up all their dreams.” 

“Sir, if you love children, why don’t you visit our school?”

He turned towards me and asked, “Where is your school?” 

“It’s in a village in Banda district of UP.” 

“But where is Banda?” 

“It’s midway between Allahabad and Jhansi.”

“Allahabad,” he repeated. “Very well, when I visit UP I’ll visit Allahabad. Hundreds of children will come; I’ll invite yours also.” 

But our children were not satisfied. One boy got up and said, “Sir, we are only 30 here, whereas there are almost 300 children in our school. All of them want to meet you. You must visit our school.” 

“All right, I’ll come to your school.” 

He had already spent an hour with our group. He now got up and asked for the group photographs to be taken. After this was done, he instructed his ADC to show us the Mughal Gardens, even though the Gardens were opened to the public only from 5th or 6th March every year. 

I went towards the door with him. He turned to me and said, “You are doing very good work.” 

Spontaneously, I asked him, “Can I write to you, sir, if I have problems?” 

“Yes,” he replied, and left. 

While strolling in the beautiful Mughal Gardens, the relaxed atmosphere encouraged me to interact freely with the staff. A Garden employee told me that he had seen many Rashtrapatis, but there had never been anyone like the present incumbent. He was the first Rashtrapati to take a daily hour-long stroll in the Mughal Gardens. He was the only Rashtrapati who shook hands even with ordinary gardeners. Everyone loved and respected him in a deeper way. 

The ADCs, who showed us around, treated even our poor village children like VIPs, patiently answering every little question of theirs. I was so touched by their cordiality that I remarked to the senior among them that I had never before come across such pleasant behaviour from officials. “It all comes from the top,” he said simply. 

When we returned around 1.45 pm after our stroll in the Mughal Gardens, the entire group was given a book on environment in Hindi. And each child and each adult was very thoughtfully given a lunch pack and a sealed glass of clean drinking water. The words of the ADC sprang to my mind: “It all comes from the top.” 

