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Gving the children their best

Noor Adzman Bahar uddin

"THIS is the second best thing for my wife and I," said Velu Subbiah, who
together with wife Kamalavalli, is one of five wi nning couples for the
first NST Parents of the Year 1997 award.

The first best thing, he adds, was "when | achieved ny anbition of
becom ng a ferry captain”

Vel u and Kamal aval li, of Bukit Tengah near Bukit Mertajam were
nom nated by their only daughter Kanageswari. The coupl e al so have three
sons.

Kanageswari, who wote her letter in Bahasa Ml aysi a, had spoken about
the | ove her parents have for each other despite a match-nmade marri age and
how, throughout the years, have been nodels for her and her brothers to
emul ate to nake a success of their |ives.

"Father was a sailor but went up the | adder with determ nation. He
wor ked for the Penang Port Conmi ssion," she says, adding that his notto
was "Work hard first and enjoy the fruits later."

However, she says, despite his |long work hours, "he would help us revise
when we had exans. Seeing himso determ ned gave us the confidence to do
well. It was not easy. He raised all four of us initially on a salary of
RM200, but he was never stingy.

"Mum " she adds, "was the perfect support for himand would not give in
to tenptations” |ike keeping up with the Joneses, not even requesting for
things |ike nmuch needed new furniture.

Kanageswari says "our fam |y success is reflected not in material wealth
but in the wi sdom and good val ues they have passed on to us.

"I treasure the tinmes when we would all sit in front of the TV, conplete
with tithits, watching a live badm nton or football match that featured
the Mal aysian team The feeling of patriotismwas nurtured in times |like
these. "

What has Velu got to say to all this?

At an interview at their hone, he spoke of how he had to quit school at
age 12 so that his siblings - he's the el dest of three boys and two girls
- could continue with their education. He hel ped supplenment the famly
incone with many odd jobs. At 24, he took up a job as | abourer with the
Penang Port Conmmi ssi on.

A few years later, after marrying Kamal avalli, the young couple vowed to
"do our best for our children,” determned that their offspring will have
a better life.

Vel u, now 60, recalls that although life "was not so terribly hard then,
it was never snooth-sailing either."

After a few years, he was pronoted to deckhand. A strong believer in the
| -can-do-it-if-l-put-ny-mnd-to-it school of thought, Velu set his sights
on beconing a ferry captain. "Many thought it was w shful thinking,
especially when | did not have the qualifications. However, ny
perseverance paid off," he says. "I was pronoted to ferry captain in
1979," a post he held for the next 14 years.

A check with the PPC showed that Velu was the first and only |ndian ever
appointed to the post. Velu is, however, quick to note that "I owe this
success tonmy wife."

"She was the driving force. She knew we had little then but had the
foresight that we could inprove our lot if we do it together," he says,
pointing to Kamal aval i, 53.



Al so calling her his "source of strength and inspiration,” he adds that
"after we got married, | told her of nmy anbition and she got very excited
and |l ent the necessary noral as well as financial support.

"I"mnot enbarrassed to say this, but ny wife pawed her jewellery to
support our young famly then. Kamalavalli often stayed up till the wee
hours to ensure that | went through ny notes.™

Oten, she reminded himthat all his toil was for the famly "She's
al ways pl aced i nportance on our children. And she still rem nds us that
all our sacrifices would pay off if we do themfor the right reason.”

The housewi fe had to juggle between the needs of her young children and
maki ng sure that her husband achi eved his anbition. "She has never
negl ected our responsibilities to the children, ensuring that they are
wel | -fed and recei ve adequat e education.”

A reserved Kanml aval li, for her part, describes her husband's strong
desire to inprove the famly's fortunes as "our greatest asset."

"W are al ways together through thick and thin. Whatever we decide on,
we will pursue the matter together and woul d never give up easily," she
says.

Every parent should enul ate Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad and Datin
Seri Dr Siti Hasnmah Mohd Ali, she adds. "The Prine Mnister and Dr Siti
Hasmah al so had very hunbl e begi nni ngs, but never neglected their famly.
And they had al so sacrificed a lot for the country.

"I had always wanted to be a teacher but being a girl, customs then
dictated that | should not study any further.

"G ven the circunmstances, | believe we have not done too badly for our
children."
Later, one of Kamalavalli children's whispers: "My nother has the

greatest respect for Dr Mahathir and Dr Siti Hasmah and one of her
greatest wishes is to invite themfor lunch at the house soneday."

The coupl e is thankful and happy that their children can "take flight"
on their own now. The youngest, Subbiah, named after Velu's father, is a
technician with a Japanese multinational in Singapore, while another son,
Arunmugam is a marketing executive in |poh. The el dest, Sivananda,
realised his nother's dream of becomni ng an educationist and is teaching at
Sekol ah Kebangsaan Bukit Gel ugor in Penang.

Kanageswari, their second child, is an assistant nurse at Penang
Hospital. "I have al so always wanted to participate in the NST Mthers of
the Year tributes in the past but never got around to doing so," she wote
in her nom nation letter.

"This year, when NST included both parents, | decided to give it a try
to share ny thoughts on nmy parents and their experiences in bringing us
up.

"We are now better off. Tines are better, thanks to father's hard work
and mum s support. There is so nmuch love in the honme. | amnow 30 and
studying to be a nurse. | hope to nmake it through to staff nurse to
sister. If my dad could do it, so can I.'

No wonder Velu and Kanal avalli snile a |lot these days. They have done
right by their children. And that includes 11-year-old foster daughter Neo
Hui Ting or Dacheni (named after a Hi ndu goddess), whom Vel u and
Kamal aval | i took in when she was two days ol d.

( END)
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