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s Infernational Children’s Day, P'miwaiting

acres of woods on the banks of the Trent-

verdant sumptuousness for which private
schools are known: boarding students pay

tennis courts, & hockey rink, their own boathouse, a literary.
journal, an in-house theatre, a gallery filled with their own can-
vases, and a $13.8-million rec centre with a climbing wall. Prince
Addrew spent two terms here in the *7os.and enjoyed it so thor-
oughly he has visited many times since, After short speeches from
the chaplain and two members of township council, the headmas-

istin Canada and, quite possibly, the world,

. Bilaalstands and walks toward
the lectern. At13, he could pass
for 11, and has the soft, round
features of his parents, who are
in the chapel that day, as well.
He wears braces, has eyes so
dark you cannot distinguish
his pupils and, curicusly, is the
only student wearing the green,
crested jacket that is partof the
Lakefield uniform. He is also not
wearing any shoes, which is the
primary reason for his address
to the student body: Bilaal Rajan
is promoting his second annual
Barefoot Challenge, in which
he calls upon others to go shoe-
less to ereate empathy for those
around the world who are forced
by poverty to do so. Last year, he
went barefoot for a whole week,
granting interviews throughout.
This year, with the rigour of high-
. school exams coming up, his
parents were adamant: Bilaal,
we're sorry. One day only. Bilaal
apparently half-listened. He has
already been doing without shoes
for two days, the underside of each foot rendered black.

1 had seen Bilaal speak once hefore, at a function for a group
called the Canadian Federation of University Women. On that
day, he was as calm as a medicated yogi. Today, however, he seems
alittle breathless, a possible consequence of having to speak before
his peers. Or it could be that he is just tired. In the previous few
mornths, he has given motivational speeches in Baltimore, San
Francisco, Edmonton, Washington, Vancouver, Boston, Toronto,
Kitchener, Hamilton and New York, lecturing to groups as large
as 5,000 about his pet issues: child poverty, disaster relief, HI'V/
AIDS and the environment. Then, in the two days leading up to
the Challenge, Bilaal spoke to National Public Radio; to an Aus-
tralian radio show called The Wire; to CFLY in Kingston; to the
Times of India; to the Special Broadeasting Service of Australia; to
the CBC, to the BBC World News, to Montreal’s La Presse. He also
met with visiting relatives, and he stopped by the Toronto offices
of UNICEF, where staff took a plaster cast of his feet. I'm told they
plan to use this monument as a foyer decoration,

Bilaal's address is brief. Mostly, he thanks his teacheis and
fellow students for participating in his Challenge; and he lauds
them for their drive and commitment to globalissues. Bilaal then
sits, at which point the headmaster returns to the lectern and asks

t is 8:30 a.m. on June 1, otherwise kfiown

in the chapel at Lakefield College, a co-ed "
private school about 15 mintites riortheast of:
Peterborough. Settled within a few hundred
Severn waterway, Lakefield exudes the

annual fees of $46,000 to enjoy the use of - -

ter introduces that day’s main speaker, a Lakefield boarder named -
Bilaal Rajan, who also happens to be the best-known child activ-,

Bllaal wanted to see
what was bemg done with
the money he’d raised, so
he toured Southeast Asia’s
tsunami-ravaged areas.

"What amazed me most were the
cemeteries,” he says. “There were

80 many dead they had to bury

them vertically”

“the students to remove theu footwear They alI do 80 aud flle out- i

- chatting; depositing their sneakers, sandals and loafers i a2
antercofn next o the chipel; Now barefoot myself, Loffer to walk:

" Bilaal to'his first class, which ke says is drama; Yet wher we get

there--Bilaal is the last to arrive—therest of the stiidents turnand -
exclaim, “Bilaall What're you doing here? You've got Fnglish!”

We return to his locker. As he hunts around for the correct.
textbook, I tell him I'm surprised that, with only a week left of
school, he'still hasn’t memorized his schedale, He explains that -
he has eight subjects that rotate over five periods per day, meaning
that there is no such thing as a typical day at Lakefield:

“Plus,” he tells me, “we’ve got ahalf day on Wednesdays, which -

always throws things out of whack. Plus; after all the mediaIdid

yesterday, I got back really, really late.”. .. -
He then pauses and looks up atme, his eyes piamtwe -
“It's confusing, It really is.” : e

‘When discussing the phendmenoh that is Bilaal Rajdn, 1was

presented, again and again, with a caveat. T heard it from his father,
from his headmagster, from those
he’s worked with, and from con~
tacts he’s had in the corporate .

wotld: Yes, be’s all that, but the thing . - _
you mustunderstandisthatbe’salso -~ -

Just a normal kid. The children’s .
author Eric Walters, who profiled .
Bilaalin one of his books, perhaps:
explained it best: “He’ll be play-
ing by the pool, talking about his’
dog, and the topic of, say, HIV/
AIDS will come up. Boom, he’ll: -
starting talking knowledgeably
about the topic, and you’ll be just -
looking up athim and think, OK, .
you're, like, 13, right? With Bilaal, -
it’s almost like there’s a switcly
that goes off, changing him from

a kid to an adult.” Even Bilaal -
himself adheres to this notion of
two Bilaals: one a regular kid,
and one anything but, When T

field, he answered, as if by rote, -

ois and recreational activities for -
akid like me, It’s true that I like
to work hard and play hard.”- "
And while this claim may or may not be true (it had a way of
popping up without my having posed the gquestion), I do know one.

thing. It is the adult Bilaal that greets the world. Bilaal’s currien- -

Ium vitae, which runs eight pages, lists his goals and accomplish-
ments: “Author, internationally known motivational speaker, -

children’s rights and environmental activist, UNICEF Ambas- o

sador and fundraiser aiming to be accepted into Harvard Univer-
sity in medical sciences, Long-term personal goals include puli-
lishing anumber of books, becoming a neurosurgeon and astronaut,”
and being a leading member of the Canadian Parliament.”

" The next two pages or so are devoted to his academic achieve-

ments: the honour roll placements, the science fair wins, the math -

competition triumphs, his 150-plus 1Q. His CV also mentions that- .-

Bilaal, due to his “exceptional grasp of grade-level curricutum,” -

skipped Grade 3, which explains why, late in Grade 9, he ig still- = -

only 13. The next six pages (minus one listing references) detail -

his philanthropic work. He has raised millions of dollars for e
ricane victims in Haiti and tsunami victims in Southeast Asia. He: R
has raiséd furids for HIV/AIDS research in Tanzaniaand provided - '
electrical lights for a village in rural Mexico. (During a family trip .. .-

to Mexico, he was saddened by reports of children who had to do
their homework by kerosene lamp.) He has founded his own
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asked him why he attended Lake- - -

“It has the right mixture of seri- -~




licuse in a new subdivision in

- notgrand, at least not by Lake- -

. nifupe: instead, it houses Bilaal's

* four pillows; Bilaal’s mother,
" yoga and meditation: “People
.' - any furniture,” Bildal’s father,
“-. Aman;told me shortly after invit-
" answer that this is supposed to-.
be where we do our living.”
" THere areother Bilaaltouches.

" Bedrooms is 4 collage entitled -
- “Family Visiott Board” that Bilaal-

in cascades ™)

char1table orgamzahon called Maklng Change N
build a school in Ecuadot, and has titored: Afy
_ English and math. He has investigated plob 1Wa
trips to both the Arctic and the Antarctic, srid, o
throughout South Afrlca, has chatted w1th

T October 2008; Bilaal pubhshed i 150 g
" ing the world a better place; it is entitled; ap
Making Change: Tips me an Underage Over

to Bilaal's publisher, Orea Books) sales hav St
reviews have béen positive; and: recenﬂy th

. soldin; of all places, South Koreq.) In his spa
. tennis and skiing, plays with Bobhy; his Scoktish

to classic rock. He also hosts'a Sudoku: We

- compete for Plumpy niut packages; an erig

- distributed by UNICEF to malnonrished chijd

- When he’s not at Lakefield; Bliaal hves

Richmond Hill. The houseis . L .

~. " fieldstandards, and his parenits .
Lo drivean aging Honda. Theliving -0
roont is completely bare of fur- -

- drum kit, Bilaal's xylophonieand : ./
. Bilaal's electronic keyboard. (He ..~
- is an only child.) The dmmg' RIS
" tooni, meanwhile; contains only_

.. 8tamim, being a practitionerof ©
"+ always ask us why we don’t have 0
an‘amiable gentleman named:

7. ing me into the house. “And 1. ; :
- answer that this is our home. I~

On the wall leading up to the - "

. miade the previous year. Tt con- .

- taing various cut-out magazine -

" photographs, which he has adorned Wlth subt
over a photoof a family from sub- Sahiafan Afri
“Charity: Orphanages Around the World.* On

" set, he has written “Travel, Hawaii” On aphoto

. villa, “Rajan Dream House.” There aré about :
another collage in liis bedroor. This otié; entltle
Board,” sports such contradictory ifmagesas D
Fortune cover. (Seeing these, Teouldn't help b
T was told by a special education feachier I int
children don’t think like you and L. When th

to escape the threat of Asmn expulslons i Ea :
enrolled in a pharmacy program inBuffaloa
her brother iri Toronto when she graduate
- uhteérsat’ar event hostlng i visit of the Aga
R sp1r1tua1 leader and orie of Bilaal’s heroes:
=i gerious, though not devout Ismaili Mushm
L mosque (or ]amatkhana, as 1’( 1s known in th

e TQRONTO LIFE Sepremberzom_ o

don't do 1t daxly Yet both Vo]unteel extenswely and. partlc1pate
edch yeéar in the World Partnershlp Walk;, a fundraising event
ndiictéd by Ismaili communities across Canada. “In all of the .
ga Khan's speecties,” Ainan told me; “he says thaf it is our
' 1b111ty to leave the world a better place thati the one'we
té That s the ethic, That s the g‘lst of it: The wor 1d isnot

t the tirme of Bilaal's bu'th Aman was ope1 atlng a Country'
ranchise, and Shamlm was Workmg asa pharmac1st “When.
e along, we made a very important decision,” says Aman. -
Hided: that we would both demgn our WOI'k 11ves tocreateas’ -

o lie speaking’ schedule——Aman :
- goes with himi. “We never say -
ne,” Amian told me: “Othersare. -
“always askmg u1s; “What Is your-:
o sécret to’ raising'a stiperchild?”
2 'And there is ho secret; Since:’
" Bilaal was a litile kid; we’ Ve

| always tried riot to say no. You.
oo know how it is these days: No,
;00 Johnny; don’t do this, don't do’
i that; don't ride' your bike or you: -
nnght scrape your knee, We ref :

- not liké that: We love our child,’
- amid 'we protect hi, but we also.
i let him Jeart by doing; When he
- wasreallylittle he wanted tolearn ~
“to cook. We just told I_um, Took,

. be'careful. The stove is hot, iow
Jgotoit” Andifte miakes dmiess
n:the kitehien? Well; that's OK;
100, T his public speaking,.
i Bllaal often quotes a favolirite .
; xpressmn of his midther’s: “Don't
' _ver Iet your song go unsung 7

“It's three hours after Bllaal’ '
“speech, and the students at Lake- .
--'fleld have gathered for" a lunch'_..

eserves'e;iplanatlon Four months ago,_ '
nd he country promotmg another campaxgn, :

avid

é'l’s own schiool won, raising close_'
sual comblnatwn of bake sales, dunk i

akeﬁeld about 40 o 50 have
baiber from town riamed Adriano wraps:
itaarl s shouIde1 s: He then runs a swath dowi':
Wlth aii electrlc tazor, momentarily
nverse mohawk. Ag Bilaal’s hair falls; his
of it off the’ flagstone patio, to keep for
X 'c_hatter both in Spanish and in Heav-
a testament to the school’s mternational
bleteen w;th braces announces, “Oh man, :




" When the job is done, a few'sf'ﬁdenfs

. commentmg oni how soft it is. The inevitable pho

.. miostly by areporter with the Lakeﬁe]d Heiald, who

- to be one of the township coineil member:
=" the chapel. (“Basically,” she told me; “We? e

about confliet of inferest.y And the; it’s ove

-2 over to the'shadé cast by a maple, and he tells e ab
B fundrmsmg effo1t Despxte havmg told the story

.- When Bilaal was just four vears old, theré w
in Gujarat; India, the state his parents’ familig
ber,” Bilaal says, “that T waseatitig a clemenfinié w]
‘let me know that a jamatkhana had eollapse
. burymg the'minister in rubble: Now; at the tii

-+, volunteer work at our jamatkhana, and T thoug'

- life would be like without my father.”
Tt wag at this moment that somethmg montento
: the world of anti-poverty aetivism, occurred Bifa
5 dowir al the clementine he was eating and had_an B
- godoorto door in his neighbour:: S

""" hood; selling clementines that

-- his father purchasedatagro- .-

o eery store, “Fcouldn’t believe'it! -

"I raised $350! To alittle kid, that's. -
afortune.” He doriated the money -

tothe Aga Khan Foundation. - -~ &
-+ For the next couple of years, . /7.
.- hie took part in the World Part- -0

. nership Walk, an experience:
- that, hesays, deepened his intég-

estin fundraising and poverty -

- dwareéness. When a hutricane | :
hit Haiti in 2004, Bilaal, eight ="
years old at the time, asked his - -
fathet to provide him with boxes .

of the cookies that his company

sold to schools. Armed with
these, he went door to door again,
seducing neighbours with a
homemade poster and a disarm-

ing smile, He raised $6,387 and

7 donated itto UNICEF. Thistime, - [§

however, he was not as satisfied:
" when if was all over;, he looked
.- up from the money sitting on the -

~kitchen table and said to his'

S father, “We rieed to do miore.”

L Bﬂaal picked up the phone called the Ha

Sy asked what the beleaguered COUHTY needed mo

.- they needed medicine ard food. Bilaal hun

. started calling major food and drug companies
-~ and calling and calling,” hie told me. “Most paid

" finally got 16 to call me back and of thes

S smcerely Interested ” : :

o glant Bilaal left a voice message on the CE:
; bounced around a blt fma!Iy landmg on

- with his mother,” says Betito. “He describes

>+ and then he asks if we would be willing to
" We couldn’t believe how mature he was;

Was: Realiy, it was like talkmg fo a m1n1—
; poration alsp a ree1p1ent of Bilaal’s pitch
' “food. “And you know what?” Betito says
; __-Bilaal came up and presented us With & P

us 1nformed about what he was domg, and he se
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g paper chppmgs i Wh1ch he was mentmned I mean, we g1ve to_- _:

huge multinational charities; and the majority of them don’t sei-
vice uis as well as Bilaal did.” Soon after; Bilaal began decoratmg’ :
d selling ceramic plites to raise money for HIV/AIDS research.:
He chiose Union Station, thinkitig he could target comimiters.
When security guards told him he conldn’t peddle inside the sta- _
tori; he complied and; Bilaal being Bllaal began seIImg them -
ottside. Tt was. mid- December :

micalled the Canada Kids' Earthquake Challenge,' .
and encom agmg students to rarse $100 each for _

W tes a}l hrs own mater131 usmg acore speech_ :
i about the virtues of activismi
" that he tailors for each audienice.
-7 He has never been coached; his

" prowess before a microphone
seemmgly innate. “I'don't get.

“. " nervous,” he says, “because I'm

et frying to impress anyone_-

wwith myself; You'see what I

" 'mean? Idon’t care how iy talks

=~ reflect ofr me: 'm only outtheére:
dehvermg amessage: Yet when -

Thavetodosa play before my: .

Celagsl -yeah, I'mainess.” Nobody :

- was moresurprised than Bilaal

. when the Canada Kids’ Earth- -

" quake Challerige, in large part. -

-~ because of Bilaal's efforts, raised
oS8 millions,
. UNICEF responded by mak~
“ing him a UNICEF Canada
Youth Representative, In apro-.
" file of Bilaal that CNN aired; -
UNICEF Canada’s president, B
N1geI \Fisher, justified hig deci-
sion this way: “I'm an old giiy: 7
an talk fo young people. T have -
-been dround the world; T can tell
hem StOl‘ieS, and they nght .

Tcando éomethmg, too CSTEE
bemg done withi the money he'd: -
d Him t6 tsunami-ravaged areas
ldives and Indonésia, Seeing the
'ade Bl]aal all the more commit-. -
we had temporary housmg :

ot fra -

: of ir't; and there weré so many dead I
vertically: That realiy sfuck w1th me.” :
h :

0; however Iovethephysmal_' =

¢ hi spirational quotes— everyone from
eral hag somethmg to say in Making Change—




- ‘no’ closer {0 the next ‘yes.

e - -do design work for Bilaal’s Web

o 1Smuch higher, 7

o other high-profile youth activ-
: i the most obvious example-~and : -
* become a full-tinie professional -

i told mie. “It’s not at all. I'm juist’

“sécond is the idea that to bein .

i the book reflects Bilaal's interest in positive thinking, visualiza-
./ tioiis; and something he calls gratitude lists. (A few examiples-
.- from the book: “Youhave a good school to go to” “You have a _

" really: knowiedgeable teactier this yeat™ “Your parents are very

hetpful and supportive,”) Needless to say, if there isone recurring =

' theme in Making Change, it’s Bﬂaal s'almostblinkered optimism. : -
. “It takes ten nos to get a yes,” he writes on page 37. “When you: "

: After hls school day ends, Bilaal’ does another 1nterv1ew by
- teléphone with a Montreal radio sfation. Following ait early din-

" ner; he géts into his father’s car, and they drive all the way to

- look at it this way, it ¢an hélp to t thmk of eveiy ‘no’ as bemg one

ER]

Sitice the publication of Makmg bemge, Bllaal has travelled to

't Haiti; South Africa and South America; along with his sojourns to-
both the Arctic and the Antarctic with a group called Studeénts on.
- Ieel (Durmg ‘thé Antarctic expedﬁmn students were encouraged .
*tg eréate blogs on the ofganization’s Web site, in which they wrote.

-~ about their experiences. Bilaal, predictably, was the first to do so.)-

- His agénda is so packed Bilaal himself can't keep it alt straight in

220 his head. (“Myanmar was a...typhoon? Yeah, I think so. Ewaslast
© 2 year, Ihelieve,.”) To help, Bilaal's parents have hired an Oakville- .
- based publ1c1st named Sean Cain to book his speaking engage- 1.'

Bilaal has travelled to
the Arctlc, the Antarctlc
Ilaltl South Afrlca
and South Amenca HIS
schedule |s S0 packed

ments; issite press releases and

- site, makingchangenow.com.

-+ Inanaverage week, Cain devotes

- about six Hours to Bilaal, though
~- during the Barefoot Challenge
~ and Hands for: Haiti, that f;gure

S Asfaras Ican tell Bllaal s'_ .
futureis governed by two tenets, -

both of themt Ismaili in origin. -

The first is that committing an

' . actof charity should beits own
. rewald For this reason, he has -

- tio'desire to follow the path of
R Uists—Craig Kielbuiger being
' fundraiser, “I'm ot saying that

- what Craig does is 'W'x_'ong,’.’_he

- saying that it isn’t formie.” The
A posmon to help others; you.-

+ must help yourself first. Though -

-~ Bilaal is an avowed admiter of -

.'._'Gandhl, he does not share his, ' : o IR
*belief that gerininie alfiiiism heécessitates a re;ection of rnaterlal

Toward theend of the school vear, a few of B1laai s subJects at

i Lakeflelcl most notably French and math; slipped below a §o per.
eentaverage. This, he told ime, cavsed him to be disappointed with -
o hlmseif His next chiallenge is to learn how to juggle his philan-. .-
: thropic activities with the dernands of high school, Tt was at this

~poirit that T asked him if he ever thought he rmght be sp1 eadmg'

B himself foo thin.
“Meaning?” he dsked.

" “Well, I'méan, you want to be g fleitrasurgeon and an astronaut.”

L . Do you ever worry that by trymg to attam beth you risk attam-

- ing neither?” . . :
il “Well if you dom't tly, you ‘Il never sueceed. I thmk it's bette1 .
_ to say that you aetually trled to do your, best and fa1ied than do o

. nothing at ail.” .

.+ “Butthat’s my pomt You mlght have to choose onein or der to': ';

do your best, I'm prefty sure that acceptmg any decent neuro-'_'

rgery 1ntemsh1p Would preclude you frorn also t1 ammg to be i
S SRR SRR prlvate school ]acket amblmg across i lampht pa1k1ng lot

he cant keep |t al str'alght i h|s
head To help. his parents have
hired a pubhclst

’ This tiine_, lle hesitated for_’four'on five.heartbea’ts, a le'ng'thy
pause for Bilaal Rajan. “I guess,” he finally admitted; *“th

_recently I've been thl_nkmg that I could become a nem osurgeon
“oran astronaut,” 1. . i .

There was another pause : : :
. “Irl fact, I’Ve deflmtely been thmkmg 01 E'01 a long tune now i

Toronto, where he is scheduled to appear on CP24 The three's
us méet at the station at'¢'p.mi. ‘and are given seats in the green
rooin. Here, we wait for Bilaal to be interviewed by Stephen

" LeDrew, CPo4’s tirelessly mugging political analyst. Also waiting
- fot their interviews are *80s balladeer Dan Hill and a chiselied

- athléte named Andre Durie, Who, I glean from the conversatlon

" plays for the Argonants, .

AR soon as we sit down B]laal ig taken away, only to return a

'few seconds 1ate1 :

__':: : “Sorry he explams to h‘
- dad; “Thiey warnted to do a qurcl
bumper shot.” -

- Evetyone, his father Included
laughs at Bilaal's precociousness
“You know,” he clarifies, “where
- they panout as I walk away.”

" About five minutes later,
- Bilaalis invited on'set agai
" Here; he says hello fo ancho
. Farah Nasser, d fellow Ismail
whom he first meton a W01
- Partnership Walk. RS

: “Bliaal she says, “how old
“are younow?”

T “Thirteen.” :

~ “Really? I first 1nterv1ewedy !
- when you were, what? Six?"
. A few seconds later, Bilaal’
- intérview with LeDrew goes i
In it, he deseribes his Barefoot::
Challenge and the tiead shaving:

- that was the climax of his Hands

+ for Haiti campaign. He tells the
obligatory four-year-old-kid-sell

oo ing-clementines-door-to-door

- story, and he appeals to the youth

~'of the world ta not only creat

o change butto create itrigw. (Bllaal is afervent opponent oftheé notion.:
< vrealth: Iri other words, when heé says in his talks that he would.
0 1ike to'drive an Trifiniti Gss with red racing strlpes, he is not 111'
. any way joking:

that patience is a virtue.) At one point, LeDiew rénioves his owri':
shoes and socks and asks to press the sole of Tis left foot against th
dirtied sole of Bilaal’s right foot. Bilaal uncomfortably comphes

- Aftéra fluriy of corplitnents frory the shiow’s producer, Aman

: takes Bilaal’s picture with both Dan Hill dnid the football playet:

A_minute later, Aman, Bilaal anid T are _onfside of the statiott. It’s
9:30, and Bilaal still has to return to Lakefield tonight so Lie Won’
miss his classes in the morning. This means ariother two hotirs

- of driving, arid that's only if his father ignores the speed limit
© Amari will then haveto turn around and dﬂve back to the fannly

Home in Rickifond Hill, .

. “I'mheading to the h1ghway, Aman tells ime. "Can I drop you R
off somewhere?” -

Tdecline arid ask B1laal how he thmks his day Went He answer

immediately; withoit any of the professmnal ]auntlness lies sum
tioned for the CP2q interview..

ol “Pmjust glad that Ftalked toalot of people today I'm ;ust glad :
1 could get my message of awareness out there I thmk 1t was a-
o very suecessful day.” -

He tiirns and walks away, }ust another shorn, shoeless boy m




