PROF DAVID RUBADIRI: PANEL PRESENTATION
SUSAN KIGULI
( A good name is a great legacy)
A MENTOR AND TEACHER
He followed up his students and encouraged them to pursue their passions. One of his former students after reading the article Mwalimu Bukenya and I wrote sent me a text message commenting that we said a lot about the man but left out his great ability to reward students’ originality and creativity while exacting appropriate punishment for sloppy work.

Rubadiri was passionate about teaching and about his students. Two memories stand out for me as his student: 

a) when he noticed how much I loved poetry and my efforts at writing it, he encouraged me greatly in big and small ways. When we finished third year and were about to sit our final examination he called me to the Departmental office and gave me a typed copy of an unpublished elegy he had written in memory of his great friend and fellow poet Okot P’Bitek. It was signed in his handwriting with the date of the day he handed me the poem.  He told me that this poem was precious to him and he was giving it to me as agift because he realised how priceless poetry was to me. I still have the poem and when Prof. Rubadiri passed on, the memory of this gift vividly returned and I took out the poem and have even set it as coursework for my students. It is this seemingly small gestures that made the man such a model teacher.
Because his class was so lively, many of us became his friends, we always checked on him at his office after class and met there other students once I met Timothy Kalyegira and him talking about Timothy’s writing.
b) He noticed that I spoke a lot about my mother and suggested that I should take him to meet her and the rest of my siblings. My siblings and my mother never forgot that visit. My mother often talked about that visit.
Many people know a lot about Rubadiri as a person of exceptional abilities but as his children and friends, I think we would say he was above all very human and if I were asked to choose one word to describe him, I would go for simplicity. A word that defines both his way of teaching and his poetry.  His simple use of language ,the intensity and depth of his feelings for people and words is the reason that his poetry became so popular and spoke to people. 

Rubadiri captured the very essence of poetry by  seeing and capturing it in the everyday.   I want to refer to two of the shortest poems in his collections put together by renown poet Jack Mapanje. : An African Thunderstorm and Other Poems . One of them quoted recently by Prof Wangusa in his eulogy about Rubadiri. The poem is :
Tears
A drop of dew

On a rose petal

Sitting on a thorn.

He wrote this in the typical fashion of the Imagists poets Ezra Pound but that is not main point , what I want to point out is the use of very ordinary pictures to describe an ordinary thing: tears and the feeling behind these pictures when assembled together. The other poem in the same vein is 
A SMILE

A rose bud

opening

at break of dawn.

The putting together of these very familiar images as well as the positive impression they produce makes these poems memorable.

Rubadiri was a poet who based his images in the familiar but deeply profound things and ideas. I think that is where his originality was rooted. He captured the ordinary with such eloquence that he left one wondering how he managed this feat. Prof. Kiyimba always wittily comments on Rubadiri’s poem Yet  another Song  and says that it is so well expressed and he really envies Rubadiri for writing it before he could do it himself. I think that what elevates Rubadiri’s poetry to a distinguished pedestal is its strength of thought about ordinary things.
I also think that Rubadiri’s teaching left such an indelible impact on us as his students because apart from rendering things in such a simple manner that you felt you knew them already, he also was redoubtable champion and advocate of human rights and made human sympathy a remarkable virtue. So he made us his students always ask the question: why is this happening of course he did this with his characteristic hearty humour. This trait is also very prominent in his poetry for example his poem  Begging Aid with its beginning
whilst our children

Become smaller than guns

Elders become  big

Circus Lions

Away from Home.

It is easy to see the smallness of a gun in comparison to big circus lions and imagine the injustice of this situation.
To us his students, Rubadiri was a spirit that soared. He was a man as well as a mindset. He set his mind to free other people’s minds and as Kalungi Kabuye said in his column Rubadiri did not suffer fools gladly so may be his exile was predestined because of his views and beliefs.

He was a loud poet and teacher but a quiet and almost shy person. He was a consummate literary master and it is a compliment to him that all of us in his class enjoyed one of the most difficult topics he taught- the metaphysical poets and I can remember up to one what he said in class and can quote verbatim:

“The metaphysical poets were defined by wit”

“In their practice, the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together”

It was also the manner in which he said these things that made them memorable.

Rubadiri was a poet and a teacher who had a special skill in organising people’s emotions. He managed to catch, to hold and reward the attention of his students and his readers. In his poetry he had a way of rallying his reader’s support behind the characters and ideas he built up in his poems. For example the classic capture of the body language of courting:
As I edge my way past

Her eyes meet my eyes

And for a moment that lingers timelessly

Dwell on each other understandingly

Same time tomorrow? My eyes say
Hers: I shall not fail.
The scene recreated in that poem seems so real and familiar that it is hard not to see it with one’s mind’s eye.

 In essence Rubadiri had the dignity of a writer, a performer and a diplomat.

It has been said of W. B. Yeats (A poet much loved by Rubadiri and Okot p’Bitek) that he was “a great poet and a great Irishman” –I want to borrow those words and say of Prof. Rubadiri: he was a great poet and a great African.
