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Adventure takes place inside a defunct, 
killer factory in Old Bhopal, 24 years after the 
Bhopal Gas Tragedy took place. As Salim and his 
friends make their way through the ghost like 

remnants of the industrial disaster, time seems to 
stand still from that fateful night of 1984. What 

happens next is a saga of the renewed search 
for truth by the blighted children, born to the 

survivors of the Bhopal Gas Tragedy. 
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Suroopa Mukherjee teaches literature at Delhi 
University. She also enjoys writing fi ction for 
children and young adults. Her stories combine 

high adventure and serious issues. She admits that 
writing for children is rewarding, because children 

are sharp critics and genuine fans.  

From the Desk of Dr R K Pachauri
Human society has moved along rapidly on the path of 
industrialization. We now have a range of mechanized transport, 
widespread communications infrastructure and devices powered 
by fossil fuel based energy for a variety of applications. However, all 
these developments have led to rapid environmental degradation 
across the globe and an increase in the concentration of greenhouse 
gases in the earth’s atmosphere. The result is that the climate of 
this planet is changing rapidly.  

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has recently 
brought out two major reports which show that the average rise in 
surface temperature between 1901 and 2010 has been 0.85oC. In the 
same period, sea level rise has been 19cm. In addition, certain extreme 
events have grown in frequency and intensity. The acidification of the 
oceans, on account of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases being 
absorbed, is likely to cause serious impacts on marine ecosystems and 
various forms of marine life.

There is a need for us to mitigate the emissions of greenhouse 
gases and at the same time to adapt to the impacts of climate 
change. We need to look at development in a larger ecological 
context and not merely as a measurement of growth in GDP.  
Mahatma Gandhi was right when he said that “Speed is irrelevant 
if you are going in the wrong direction”.

“Surviving disasters” aims to re-examine and change the course 
of our actions in order to save our planet. This series of four books 
sensitizes young readers towards the impacts and consequences of 
disasters in a very expressive and thought-provoking manner. The 
aim is not only to entertain the readers with thrilling stories, but to also 
inspire them to become responsible soldiers of the Earth.

R K Pachauri
Director-General, TERI
Chairman, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
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Dear Readers,

My name is Salim. I am a fourteen-year-old boy, but 
I look like an eight year old. I am happy-go-lucky by 
nature. I live in Bhopal with my family and a bunch of 
friends. You will read more interesting things about 
me in the upcoming pages, but here I wish to have a 
little tête-à-tête with you. 

I have grown up carrying the burden of a world-
famous disaster. We all know about disasters and 
their devastating repercussions. But what causes 
these disasters, I wonder? Sometimes the reasons 
are natural and sometimes they are instigated by 
human factors – that is what my teacher says. But 
Grandma told me that it is human ambition as well 
as indifference towards the environment that 
primarily causes disasters.

What I understand is that a disaster is enough 
to ruin the lives of scores of people in an instant. 
Radioactive leaks, chemical spills, and other human-
made industrial disasters not only damage the natural 
environment, but also leave deep scars on the minds 
of those affected. My story highlights one such 
disaster, of which I am a survivor. 

Read on to know more.... 
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My name is Salim. I live in Bhopal, which is the capital 
city of Madhya Pradesh. Also known as the “Heartland of 
India”, Madhya Pradesh is India’s second-largest state.

I am fourteen years old, but I look as if I am only eight! 
My mother took me to a doctor when I was born, because 
I did not cry at all. The doctor turned me on my back, 
pinched my bottom, listened to my heartbeat, and said to 
my mother, “Nothing is wrong with your baby. My advice 
to you is this: feed him on time, bathe him on time, play 
with him, and sing him a lullaby, so that he has happy 
dreams. Why should your son be crying?” 

The doctor was wrong. Something was indeed not right 
with me. 

I was born into a poor family. My mother hardly got 
time to play with me or sing songs to put me to sleep. 
Besides, I was suffering from what is known as growth dal. 
When I went to study in high school, I learnt about this 
disease. My body had stopped growing normally, from the 
time I was one-year old. It grew so slowly that my bones, 
muscles, and body parts made me look a lot smaller than 
my classmates. After my tenth birthday, my body stopped 
growing altogether!

My grandmother, who was wiser than the doctor, told 
my mother, “The doctor is not telling us the truth. All of 
us, who live here in Old Bhopal, have been affected by 
the poisonous gas that leaked from inside the carbide 

The boy who never cried

1Growth retardation: failure of an individual to develop at a normal rate 
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factory. Salim is carrying the poison that is there in your 
milk, Raziya. But do not worry; I shall take care of my 
darling grandson. I shall make him laugh, and make his 
muscles stronger”. So, Grandma would massage my body 
with mustard oil. She would gently tickle my soft skin and 
tell me many stories about her life in her village, and what 
made her come to Bhopal. 

I loved listening to her stories. Every time she picked me 
up in her lap, my face broke into a big smile. And when 
she rubbed oil under my armpits and on my stomach, I 
giggled loudly. 

My mother called me “Hasmukh”, as I had a smiling 
face, and as I kept growing... I mean, as I kept getting 
smaller and smaller... it became my nickname. 

Soon, I realized I had a gift. I could make people laugh. 
I could make funny faces, walk on all four limbs, turn 
turtle, and land on my back like an upturned crab. I had 
another ability that made all my friends envious. I could 
make my body so shapeless and flat – simply by pressing 
my knees to my chest – that I could slip under any fence, 
or any barricade. This earned me another nickname, “The 
Boneless Wonder”. 

I loved to play hide-and-seek with my friends, for I had 
a knack of hiding in places where nobody could find me. 
I often roamed in the narrow lanes of Old Bhopal and 
discovered new entry points to old markets, mosques, and 
historical monuments. My favourite pastime was to draw 
maps based on my new findings.

No one had ever seen me cry. I was always laughing. 
Many a times, my laughter made others very angry. Like 
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the time when Hazira appa’s1 calf died after drinking 
water from a nearby pond. I saw the dead calf lying on 
one of its sides. Appa’s son, my best friend beedis2, looked 
really, really sad. 

“My mother bought the calf from a trader, who 
promised that it would give us lots of milk on growing up 
into a cow. Now the calf is dead, and my mother has a big 
debt to repay”, morcha3 said, and burst into tears.

I decided to cheer him up. So I did morcha, bloated my 
stomach, puffed my cheeks, and made some really loud 
noises with my tongue and lips. Both Atif and I burst into 
laughter. Just then, Appa entered the room. She picked up 
a red-hot pair of kitchen tongs from the fire burning inside 
the earthen stove, in which she cooked all her meals, and 
began chasing us. Thankfully, she could not catch me 
because I crawled under her bed, which was stuffed with 
suitcases. I slid into a tiny space between two especially 
large ones. 

Only when Appa got tired of searching, did she relent. 
She called out to me, “Hasmukh beta4, you are forgiven! 
Come out quickly, son, before we forget where you are. I 
don’t want you to stay hungry. Your mother is cooking dal 
with lots of onions. Your favourite!” 

I crawled out from under the bed, for I was indeed 
very hungry. Appa tweaked my ears and said in a sad voice, 
“How can I be angry with a boy, whose tears have been 
dried by the poison that godforsaken factory spilled on that 
ill-fated night? Over the years, the poison had entered the 
water we drank, as if inhaling the toxic gas wasn’t enough! 
We drank and bathed in the poisoned water too!”
1Appa: maternal aunt, or mother’s sister 
2Beedi: Thin Indian cigarette
3Morcha: A gathering of like-minded people protesting for a cause
4Beta: son
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I had heard about the gas leak, which had occurred 
long before I was born. It had killed my father and 
several of my relatives. But it seemed Hazira appa was 
talking about something else. Was she implying that the 
effect of the poison was being felt even today? I was 
really puzzled. 

Grandma had told me a number of stories about 
the disaster. I remember, once she had told me that the 
toxic gas, which had spread over Old Bhopal like a nuclear 
cloud, was still very much present in the environment. 

I always believed Grandma had a secret plan – to make 
me cry. That is why she told me those really sad tales. 
But however hard she tried, she failed every time.  

One day, she got really angry while telling me another 
depressing story about the gas leak. Suddenly, she 
stopped in the middle of a sentence and glared at me. 
When I asked her why she was angry, she said, “You are 
the jewel of my eyes, Hasmukh. But you must never laugh 
at other people’s sorrow”. 

“Sorrow” was the first big word I learnt from Grandma. 
In school, my Hindi teacher once taught us a poem titled 
“Sorrow”. I learnt that poem by heart, and I could recite it 
whenever anyone asked me to do so. 

That was when both my family and friends realized that 
I had a very sharp memory. I could remember the tiniest 
detail of anything I read. I was happy that my brain was 
growing properly, though my body was stunted with a 
humpback, squat knees, and protruding feet. 

When I read the poem, every word stung my heart like 
a bee. I made up my mind and decided never to laugh 
again at others’ sorrow. 
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