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Ami Bera created history when he became only the third US Congressman in the history of the Indian-American immigrant experience last year.

A
merish ‘Ami’ Bera created his-
tory when he became only the
third United States Congress-
man in the history of the
Indian-American immigrant
experience last November, and
only the second Indian-Amer-

ican Democrat in more than 50 years after
Dalip Singh Saund. 

The good doctor, a second-generation Ameri-
can, born and raised in California, is also the
first Indian-American physician to be elected to
Congress.

In this interview with India Abroad, Dr Bera

speaks about how serving in the House of
Representatives inspires the next generation to
believe that they can accomplish anything.

It’s nearing six months since you were sworn
in as the US Representative representing
California’s 7th District and I know you hit the
ground running. 

Has it fully sunk in that you are a US lawmak-
er — that you’ve created history? 

Every day, when I walk to work, I walk past
the Capitol Building and appreciate the honor
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to represent our country — to repre-
sent America. 

There is still a sense of excitement
in the Indian-American community,
particularly the next generation.

I believe that my getting elected
and my serving in the House of
Representatives inspires that gener-
ation to believe that they can do any-
thing that they set their minds to. 

That is an incredible honor — to
be in a position to inspire that gen-
eration. 

Are there moments when you
reflect — when you sit back and the
reality hits you that ‘I am here in
Congress, seated here, going to the
well of the House, making state-
ments, asking questions at hear-
ings’? 

Are their times when — while not
necessarily overwhelming — there is
a sense of awe?

There is always a sense of awe
because I am serving our country —
America — at the highest level and
it’s that sense of honor, understand-
ing the privilege and responsibility
that I have.

And yes, it’s a wonderful opportu-
nity. (But) I would not describe it as
overwhelming.

You are also the first Indian-

American physician to be elected to
Congress. How much of a sense of
responsibility do you feel not just to
the younger generation as a role
model, but also to the Indian-
American physicians community
because they are in a lot of ways the
most respected brand in the Indian-
American community?

First off, as a physician, I have a
deep sense of responsibility to my
patients — young and old — and
making sure that as we go for
health-care reform, we don’t lose
sight that this is about taking care of
our patients. 

As an Indian-American physician,
we are 8 percent of all physicians
and surgeons in this country, so it’s a
large community. 

Certainly, I talk to that community
as well. 

It is a community that has made
great strides in America and it’s an
opportunity for us to give back. 

As a role model for the next gener-
ation, there too, I am sure there is
that sense of responsibility.

Absolutely. 
Raised with traditional Indian-

American and American values of
always building for the next genera-
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Former President Bill Clinton, right, endorses Ami Bera during his campaign last year. 
In Bera’s words to India Abroad then, it was ‘a big deal.’
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tion, making sure that we raise our children and grand-
children with more opportunities than we had.

It’s exciting when I am speaking to that next generation.
You can see that excitement in their eyes, that ‘Hey, if he
can go to Congress, maybe I can.’ 

And, if in some ways, we can inspire the next generation
to run for office, we would have accomplished a lot.

At almost every Indian-American event you talk of how
you are buttonholed by reporters and asked how you won as
an Indian-American candidate, and if you found that a
major hurdle in your Congressional campaign and you
always respond by saying that you won because you were
Indian American. 

What do you really mean by that?
What I mean by that is, I ran as an Indian American —

as a son of parents who immigrated here from India — and
it’s the values that our parents raised us with, the values of
a strong sense of family, the values of working hard, the val-
ues of making sure you’ve built a solid foundation of edu-
cation, the values of sacrificing for the next generation to
make sure your children are better off than you.

These are not just Indian-American values, those are his-
torical American values as well that this country has always
built on. 

So, when I talk about that, those are values that are
deeply ingrained in me — building for the future, building
for the next generation, giving people opportunity.

Why is it that you are very strong in expressing this sense
of pride and not at all apologetic?

I know of other elected Indian Americans — who will rem-
ain unnamed, some who ran for Congress — who were diffi-
dent about their ethnicity. 

Of course, a part of this could be attributed to the handlers
who did not want to show up their candidates’ ethnicity. 

You have no qualms about talking about being Indian Am-
erican, even though your constituents are a mix of all races
and the mainstream. 

Is it because ethnicity has evolved so much so that it’s no
longer a big deal?

I have to run on who I am, and I am not going to run away
from who I am, what my values are. 

What makes this country strong is this fabric of different
ethnicities, different cultures, coming together in the melt-
ing pot that is the United States of America. 

That’s historically what has always propelled us forward. 
The Indian-American community is part of that fabric

and part of the strength of the United States of America. 
We have a lot to offer — we’ve done well in health care,

we’ve done well in academia, we’ve done well in business
and technology and this benefits the United States of
America. 

Why would I run away from the tremendous value that
the Indian-American community brings to the broader
American community?

Is it because ethnicity today is no more a factor in some
ways that perhaps it was a few years ago?

PAGE M6

To make a differencePAGE M4

Friends and family surround Ami Bera is he is sworn into office in January. There is, he says, always a sense of awe and honor in being able to serve the country.
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Again, I have to run on who I am and
what my values are, and I am not going
to run away from that. 

The Indian-American community is
not a large portion of our district and so
when I talk about my values, talk about
who I am, I am talking to the broader
American community. Those are
American values. So, there’s no reason
to run away from them.

Your wife is African American, so in
some ways you are like (California
Attorney General) Kamala Devi Harris
— you’ve got this African-American
connection and you are also Indian
American — and in a sense you also
speak to the interests of the African-
American community, in terms of the
civil rights struggle. 

Could you speak about that, and how
much of an influence and support your
wife Janine has been?

None of us does anything by our-
selves. 

While my parents and my family set
the foundation, it has really been this
partnership with Janine — in May we
were married 22 years — where you
have a life partner that makes you bet-
ter. Hopefully, she’d say the same thing
about me. 

My mom talks to her more than she
talks to me. Sometimes she’ll pick up
the phone and call Janine, who is also a physician. and ask
her questions. And I’ll say, ‘Mom, I am a doctor too, how
come you are not asking me?’ 

Janine has a very close relationship with my parents.
By your marriage to her, you have a much broader, deeper,

perspective — the fact that you have African-American rela-
tives, that you’ve been part and parcel of that community
too.

Again, it’s that melting pot of America. It allows me to
step into many different communities. Certainly getting the
Indian-American cultural background, getting the African-
American cultural background, and then just the broader
American cultural background, that’s what makes this
country remarkable — it’s this melting pot and this fabric
that is woven together.

When you first decided to run for Congress, what did
Janine say? 

Was it ‘What the heck are you talking about? What the
heck are you thinking? You are a physician!’?

A lot of that… there was certainly some head-scratching…
but as with everything, we talked about it, we sat and dis-
cussed what impact it would have.

Once she saw that I was determined to go out there and
explore running, she was on board 100 percent.

I believe you had the political bug in you from your college
days.

We grew up in a very political household. 
My father, as a high school student and then college stu-

dent in Gujarat, was very active in India’s independence
movement. 

When we were growing up, one thing what we did as a
family was we watched Walter Cronkite every night…

We would eat dinner together and watch the evening
news and talk about what was happening in the world. 

So, I was raised with this deep sense of wanting to be
involved in the community and public office was one way to
do that. 

When I made the decision to go to medical school, it was
because that clearly was another way to give back to the
community and have an impact.

What was the turning point that made you determinedly
decide that you were going to run for Congress? 

Was there something that triggered you to do it?
I’ve had the privilege of being able to serve in many

capacities — as chief medical officer for Sacramento
County, as Medical Director for the Mercy Hospital System,
as an Associate Dean within the University of California.

I truly think now is the time where we can’t dance around
making decisions. 

We have to have the courage to engage in some of the dif-
ficult conversations that we have to have to start moving
the country forward — to start building for the next gener-
ation. 

So, I found myself saying, I could stand on the sidelines
and complain about what I wasn’t seeing in Congress, or I
could find the courage to step in and try to make a differ-

ence. 
And it’s in my nature to want to

make a difference.
Now as a member of Congress and

being totally involved in all of its
deliberations that often get down and
dirty, do you have any regret? 

Any sense of frustration because
there is always this reality check
because for all the idealism to make a
difference and set priorities on one’s
agenda, to work with a Republican
majority in the House in a bi-partisan
manner and reach compromises is
hardly a walk in the park?

No regrets. As I said, everyday
when I walk past the Capitol
Building, I understand the tremen-
dous honor I’ve been given to serve
the United States of America at the
highest level. 

We do have challenges and as any-
body who’s spent time here in
Washington, DC, there is a lot of dys-
function going on. But I am an opti-
mist. 

I believe American democracy is a
very stable brand of democracy and
will help us move forward.

The American public has expressed
its desire to see the people that they

are electing work together, not as Democrats versus
Republicans, but as leaders finding those areas of common
ground, those areas of compromise, and moving forward
doing the country’s work.

But not to belabor the point, but in terms of a sense of real-
ity, and of the challenges that you speak about, an example
of this was when you were making your debut with your first
amendment to freeze Congressional salaries in sequestra-
tion. This attempt was shot down; you couldn’t even get to
first base in the Rules Committee. Perhaps even a lot of
Democrats were wondering, ‘What the heck was Ami think-
ing?’

With our first amendment, we actually got a lot of praise
from the leadership because they saw how strategic we
were. 

The first bill that we co-sponsored, The No Budget, No
Pay legislation, we did with two Republicans and myself
and another senior Democrat. 

When we introduced that bill, the Republican leadership
saw how powerful and important an issue it was, and they
came back from their conference and introduced it them-
selves.

Here was Speaker (John) Boehner using the same lan-
guage that I used, about the importance of passing a budg-
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Ami Bera, left, with wife Janine, right, at the Indiaspora Ball this year. He says, “I am not going to run away from who I
am, what my values are.”
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et. It was a testimony to what we intro-
duced.

That piece of legislation — the
Republican version — passed the House, it
passed the Senate, and got signed into law. 

And I was directly responsible for that —
for the fact that for the first time in several
years, the Senate is going to produce a
budget.

You are a freshman member of the House
Foreign Affairs Committee and also the
Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific Affairs,
which has jurisdiction over matters pertain-
ing to South Asia. 

How did it come about? Did you actively
lobby to become a member of this
Committee?

Issues of trade are very important to us,
and as much as I would like to be on the
Ways and Means Committee — no fresh-
men are on that Committee — we worked
towards getting on Ways and Means. 

But Foreign Affairs is very important, and
the partnership between the United States
and Asia and the United States and India is
very important. 

As you’ve heard me say, it’s a very impor-
tant economic partner to us and a very
important strategic partner. 

Through the Committee of Foreign
Affairs, with chairman (Ed) Royce
(California Republican), chairman (Steve)
Chabot (Ohio Republican, who heads the
Subcommittee on Asian and Pacific
Affairs), we do look to build that strategic
partnership. 

As a fellow Californian, Chairman Royce
see the issues of the relationship in a non-
partisan way. 

Most of the issues we talk about on the
Foreign Affairs Committee are really non-
partisan issues — they are issues of protect-
ing the United States and then bouncing
some of America’s agenda with its allies.

Both at the full Committee and in the Subcommittee,
you’ve been quite pointed in your questioning of how the
US-India Strategic Partnership can be further fostered and
cemented, and also in terms of India’s role in Afghanistan,
post the 2014 withdrawal of US and NATO troops from that
country. 

You’ve also brought up India’s role regionally and globally
with administration and other expert witnesses. 

Why have you been so laser focused on these particular
issues?

Let me start with two things. 
The leadership in the House of Representatives recog-

nizes the important asset that they have in having an
Indian-American Congressman. That has given us a lot of
entrée to take a leadership role here in the US-India con-
versation and the US-India relationship. 

I would say the same thing with the administration and
through the State Department they recognize our impor-

tance and so forth of working through our Congressional
office and have been very supportive in giving us a leader-
ship role. 

I would come back to you that we recognize the impor-
tance of a US-India, US-Asia trading relationship. 

Certainly, there are areas where we are making a lot of
progress, there are other areas where strategically we’d like
to open up some of India’s markets in a way that helps our
goods and services, helps us create more jobs here in the
United States as well as in my home state of California. 

Those conversations will be ongoing and there’s a recog-
nition that given who I am and given my background and
coming as a Californian, we can take a leadership role
there. 

As I’ve questioned the witnesses, the United States has
made tremendous investments in Afghanistan and so, as
we start to draw down, we don’t want to lose those gains. 

We’d like to see a stable Afghanistan and India does have
a critical role as we start to move toward 2014 and contin-

ue the trilateral conversation between the United States,
India and Afghanistan. 

That’s an area that we’d also like to continue to stay
engaged with and again, India has a vital role in stabilizing
South Asia. 

So, it’s building on some of the conversations that are
already taking place and again, using my position as an
Indian-American Congressman to elevate some of those
conversations, to elevate some of those trade discussions, to
elevate some of those strategic discussions. 

Chairman Royce has been extremely supportive,
Congressman (Joe) Crowley (New York Democrat) as the
co-chair of the India Caucus has been extremely support-
ive. 

The folks at the State Department, those within the think

PAGE M9

PAGE M6 To make a difference

Ami Bera, right, in Afghanistan as part of the bipartisan Foreign Affairs Committee trip this Memorial Day weekend.
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tanks have been extremely supportive. 
Obviously, we made a strategic decision in hiring a

chief of staff, Mini Timmaraju, who clearly under-
stands the Indian community and has worked
extensively on the US-India relationship.

So, it seems as if you are reaching out at all levels in
terms of making yourself much more well versed in
some of the issues and concerns, both community-
wise as well as the foreign policy outlook is con-
cerned.

Absolutely. 
And again, it’s taking advantage of the wealth of

knowledge within these think tanks, the wealth of
knowledge within the Committee of Foreign Affairs.

Chairman Royce is a strong believer in the US-
India Strategic Relationship. So, it’s a case of strate-
gically inserting myself where I can be of value.

In several interviews with you during your first
campaign and second campaign, and even on the eve
of the election, when we discussed your take on
Obamacare, you indicated that you had not whole-
heartedly embraced this Affordable Health Care Act
and had argued that there are areas it needed to be
tweaked. 

Can you speak about that, now that you are an
elected member of Congress?

How do you hope to be part of that tweaking?
As a physician, who is a health-care expert and

who has spent most of my adult life working on
these issues, clearly I am going to add value to the
conversation. Still the number one issue we have to
be talking about is the cost of health care. 

My criticism of the Affordable Care Act was that it
did not do enough to address the cost of health care. 

Now that the issue is settled and the Supreme
Court has ruled, let us take the context that is there,
and let’s make this a better piece of legislation. 

A specific area would be where we talk about
Medicare. 

Medicare in itself, is not broken — it’s a very efficient sys-
tem, 95 cents on every dollar goes to direct patient care,
puts the patient in charge. 

So, what is the issue? 
It’s the cost of health care. We have to shift the conversa-

tion from, ‘Hey, we have to fix Medicare’ to ‘We have to
address the cost of health care.’ 

So, the proposals like some that are being talked about in
terms of raising the eligibility age of Medicare really is the
wrong direction to go — from 65 to 67 — because when you
do that, you don’t actually lower the cost, but actually in
most published reports suggest you will raise the cost of
health-care. 

So, we should be really shifting the conversation to saying
how do we make it more affordable for small business own-
ers, large business owners and individuals, and that’s where
the conversation needs to go now. 

Let’s have the courage to address the issues that need to
be addressed. 

That’s what we were elected to do, that’s what I was elect-
ed to do and that it what I intend to do around this critical
issue of health care in America.

When you lost the first time, what made you decide to run
again? What made you certain that this time you could pre-
vail, notwithstanding that (Dan) Lungren (the longtime
Republican incumbent) was not just so entrenched, but
also had the machinery of the Karl Roves of the world
behind him?

In 2010, we built a race from scratch. I had never run for
public office before. What came together was one of the
most surprising races in the country. 

In fact, a few weeks before that election, The New York
Times was writing about our race — that this may be one
rogue wave that’s going against the Republican tidal wave. 

We didn’t win, but on every matrix, we had a tremendous
grass-roots campaign — thousands of people came togeth-
er to support the race.

And as I was making thank you calls, almost to a t, every-
one of them said, ‘We really want you to run again... you did
a great job… that it was just a very difficult year to be run-
ning.’ 

And the most important person, my wife, was the first to
say, ‘You know, Ami, you’ve got to run again.’ 

So, we took a few months off to reflect and then got right

back into it.
Do you really believe the Indian-Americans’ time has

come politically, so much so that in the next few years, not
just in terms of  the election of a couple of House members,
but the election of an Indian-American US Senator is immi-
nent?

The community had to see and experience the success of
my getting elected.

Now that that door is open, I do believe we’ll see more
and more individuals taking that leap of faith — whether
it’s running for local office, state office or Congressional
offices. 

So, I do believe that pipeline is there and we are seeing in
each successive election cycle more Indian Americans, par-
ticularly of our next generation, getting engaged.

You’ve heard me say this: ‘When I was an intern on
Capitol Hill in 1985, I didn’t see anyone who looked like
me.’ 

Today, when you look at the number of Indian Americans
and Asian Americans working on Capitol Hill, working in
the administration, it is so very exciting. You see this real
talent pool in the next generation. 

To make a differencePAGE M8

Ami Bera says when he was an intern on Capitol Hill in 1985, he didn’t see anyone who looked like him. So, it excites him now to see the
number of Indian Americans and Asian Americans working on Capitol Hill.
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W
hen Dr Amerish ‘Ami’ Bera broached the
subject of running for the United States
Congress to his wife, Dr Janine Bera says
her initial reaction was that he was pulling
her leg.

“I thought he was joking; I was so surprised,” she tells
India Abroad. “It was not at all like saying, ‘No way’. I never
say no to anything. I never say no, ‘Why do you want to do
that? That’s ridiculous!’ It was more like ‘Whatever.’ And,
then you wait to see what happens.”

But Ami, Janine adds, “kept going on and on about it.” 
“All our friends were asking ‘Why do you want to do this?’

because he had a good job, but he said, ‘I can do a good job,
and it’s a way to contribute, to give
back to my community. I have a lot
of good ideas,’” she recalls. 

“He has a lot of skills, and basical-
ly, he thought he could be useful as a
Congressman. Although first sur-
prised, shocked, I threw up my
hands and said, ‘Good luck.’ And
then, I helped him, of course.”

Janine — born and raised in Los
Angeles, to devout and traditional
Baptist parents Tommy and Barbara
Williams, and a physician like her
husband — says the first time Ami
ran, in 2010, she was a lot more
involved.

“I saw that when you are first
standing up before people, talking
about your ideas — that’s really
hard. I felt it was helpful for me to
be in the audience, and he could talk
to me. I was like a friendly face in
the audience. But everybody was
pretty respectful too.”

Ami lost that election, decided to
run again and take on the entren-
ched Republican incumbent Dan
Lungren. 

“I, 100 percent, supported him be-
cause I saw what he was able to cre-
ate with this great team of people. I
saw the kind of grass-roots support
he had,” Janine says. 

“When someone comes up to you, who is not a friend, not
a family member, not an acquaintance, somebody you’ve
never known, and says, ‘Wow, I am so glad that your hus-
band’s running,’ it makes you stop and think that this is
beyond me; he has something other people can see. He has
a gift to give, and he got so close, coming from no political
connections — basically starting from ground zero to creat-
ing what he created. Of course, he had to run again.”

Asked if she now sees Ami as a career politician, Janine is
philosophical. 

“I am open to anything in the future,” she says. “It’s been
wonderful and exciting and what’s more, I am so proud of
him. I believe he’s really trying to be a good Congressman,
trying to do what he said he was going to do, and I am very
proud of him!”

But rewind more than 22 years to the love story of how a
Gujarati boy met this African-American girl and then pur-
sued her even though both sets of parents, initially, were
hardly enthused over this union, and it has the making of a

made-for-Hallmark movie.
Janine was a senior year undergraduate at the University

of California, Irvine, majoring in social ecology on how peo-
ple relate to an environment; Ami was a second year med-
ical student at the same university. 

Even though the undergraduate library was more than a
mile away from the medical school library on this huge
campus, Ami would always be hanging out in the under-
grad library.

“Here is a medical student in the undergrad library walk-
ing around talking to people, and there’s only one reason
for a medical student to be in an undergrad library — a
lookout station (to flirt with undergrad female students).” 

His excuse, she adds, would always be that “he was just
visiting, but he was clearly checking out the undergrads.”

Recalling how they met, Janine says, “I was studying for a
math final and I was in a study group. I saw him walk by
and I thought, ‘Oh my God, who’s that?’ And he walked
around and went over and started talking to my close

friends. I though he was Puerto
Rican — this was in the 1980s. He
has this mustache and he was
wearing a nice Bomber jacket and
smiling and had all this curly hair. I
started looking from the corner of
my eye, and my girl friend came
over to me and said, ‘You want to
go get coffee?’ I had a final the next
day, but I immediately stopped
studying and said, ‘Yes.’”

What Janine had not known was
that her friend and Ami were good
friends. 

“They (her friend and Ami) had
been good friends for many years,
only I didn’t know it. He was actu-
ally friends with almost all of my
friends, and I never knew it! It was
kind of amazing that I never knew
who he was — he was pretty well
known across Irvine because he
had done a lot in student activities.”

“When I think back, I know for
sure, I met him one other time — I
just couldn’t stand him then; he
was very annoying. I was thinking
about going to law school, but I
hadn’t really committed. I was at a
point where I should have been
planning to take the LSAT, and so

we were at a picnic or like a lunch-
eon or something and he sat next to me — and again, his
friends were actually my friends, but we had never met —
and kept asking question after question and kept saying,
‘When are you taking the LSAT?’”

“But that was years before, and I didn’t connect that
annoying guy with this really cute guy in the library at all.” 

Janine recalls that Ami was quite ingenious in that he had
done his research: “He found out that I was marketing
director of the (college) newspaper and he called me and
said he was an editor and wanted to write an article on the
marketing director (as a ruse to meet her). But I appreciat-
ed it — that’s very clever, and he was smart enough to have
thought about something I was doing. And that was before
Google!”

They met in March and started dating in April, and that

‘Ami is really trying to be a
good Congressman’
Janine Bera tells Aziz Haniffa about falling in love with

‘this really cute guy in the library’ and more...
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Ami Bera and wife Janine at the Presidential inauguration this year.
COURTESY: FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/AMIBERA
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summer, it so happened, Janine’s family
decided to go to India. 

“They were into travel. My mother was a
great bargain shopper, so we went wherever
things were cheap and the most interesting,
and so, we were all going to India. We did
the Golden Triangle and it was a wonderful
trip, but they thought I was dating Ami to
get the full cultural experience.”

Concern came from both sets of parents
when Ami proposed to Janine in August
1990. But he had made up his mind that he
would marry Janine come what may. 

“Ami has always kind of marched to the
beat of his own drummer. But, of course, as
parents you want what you think is appro-
priate for your child, which is a good
Gujarati girl.”

“His parents were very worried and
afraid, but they were also such good loving
people, they helped us understand things
from their point of view.” 

The Beras explained to Janine’s parents
that they liked Janine, but their concern
was cultural — that they wanted Ami to
marry someone from the Gujarati culture.

Janine remembers that Babulal and
Kanta Bera said they would be upset even if
the girl was someone from the south of India:
“They were very frank, very honest and helped
me to understand it. I had really no anger, just
understanding. But, of course, you are stuck,
because you are madly in love with their son.”

Ultimately, she says, her “sisters-in-law
(both of Ami’s brothers are married to
Gujarati girls) were the ones who really
helped to kind of bridge my entry into the
family.”

Ami and Janine wed in May 1991, the day he
graduated from medical school. 

“Interestingly enough,” she observes, “a lot
of the things that they felt afraid of — when
the culture is different that somehow or other
the person isn’t going to understand the
other’s cultural values — were the exact same
cultural values I was raised with in that you
respect your elders, you love your family, you
care for each other, you treat everybody well
and you make them happy. These are the
same basic principles of any culture, and once
they realized that I didn’t want to take Ami
away from his family, they were fine.”

Her parents, Janine says, “were more cool”
with their relationship “although they would
have also preferred the nice African-American young man
who lived down the street whom they knew; it would have
been more comfortable for them. Also, he’d been my high

school boyfriend and they were all set for me to marry him,
because again, who doesn’t want their kid to marry some-
one whose background they know completely?”

It helped, Janine says, that her great
grand-aunt Gertrude Dewey had married
someone who was Caucasian in the 1960s.

Today, in an age when the Pew Research
Center notes that more than 50 percent of
American marriages are inter-racial, she
feels things would have been far less com-
plicated.

When it was time for the wedding, Janine
recalls, “We were going to get married in
my family’s traditional Baptist church, but
when I took Ami there, that just didn’t feel
right. We felt that his parents would be very
uncomfortable. They would feel like we
were just taking him away and not respect-
ing their culture at all.”

So, they got married at the Self-
Realization Shrine Temple in front of some
of Mahatma Gandhi’s ashes, which was
contained in a small urn in the temple. 

“The Self-Realization Fellowship is a reli-
gion that combines Eastern and Western
cultures and religions and its kind of like
Unitarianism where you respect all reli-
gions. It’s Hinduism and Christianity
brought together, but there’s some Judaism
and Islam too.”

“We got married at this beautiful lake
shrine — just outside Malibu, California —
and it was a place where both families could
feel comfortable. I rode up in a horse in a

full white dress and then at the reception, my sis-
ters-in-law, dressed me in a sari.”

It was after marriage — when they moved to
Sacramento where Ami was doing his residen-
cy— that Janine decided to become a doctor. 

“I wanted to do something where I could help
people. I was going to get my PhD in psychology,”
she says. 

Ami persuaded her to do medicine. 
Ami’s older brother Rimal was also an influ-

ence. 
“He is a physician — a psychiatrist — and he

too asked me why I didn’t go to medical school,”
which she did at the University of California,
Davis.

The years — through deciding to adopt a baby
in her third year in medical school, the tough
days of internship and residency, two election
campaigns — have been fun, Janine says. 

“Ever since we were dating we were always goi-
ng to adopt — maybe have one biological child —
but there are so many kids in the world without
homes.” 

And now — between working for Kaiser Per-
manente as a primary care physician, bring up
her daughter, Sydra, 15, a sophomore in high

school who she and Ami dote on, and being a US
Congressman’s wife – Janine declares, “I am having a
great time.” 
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‘Ami is really trying to be a good Congressman’

Ami Bera with wife Janine and daughter Sydra. PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY: FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/AMIBERA
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A
sk Kanta and Babulal Bera how they felt
when their youngest son Amerish ‘Ami’ Bera
became the second Indian-American
Democrat and the only Indian-American
physician to be elected to the House of
Representatives, and you realize that he is in

many ways a chip off the old block. 
They speak of how they were the first from their respec-

tive districts in Gujarat “to come to
America.”

Babulal — who lives with his wife in La
Palma, California, where they raised their
children — says, “From my district, I was
the first to come to America. From her dis-
trict, she was the first to graduate from an
Indian university. She was the first woman
from her district to work for the govern-
ment of India, and she was the first one to
come to America.”

Babulal, who hails from Vadodara, came
over in 1958, armed with a bachelor’s
degree in chemistry from Rajkot
University. He came to the US to do post-
graduate studies in chemical engineering
and received his master’s degree from the
University of California in Los Angeles.

Kanta, who hails from Gomta, followed
two years later. She had a bachelor’s degree
in psychology and philosophy and went to
school for her master’s degree in secondary
school administration and supervision in
the US.

And in the manner of true pioneers,
Babulal, who was studying, worked part-
time — including for the LA Dodgers and
Giants — to support his wife in those early years, years that
saw him move from Brooklyn to Los Angeles and then to
San Francisco.

Says he, “I was at USC and they needed people to do tick-
et-taking and help in such things, so I worked part-time at
the LA Colesium for the evening games by the Dodgers. I
didn’t have transportation and USC was only walking dis-
tance to the Colesium where they played. They paid $8 a
game.”

He continued to do summer and part-time jobs to put
himself through college, and says, “In 1961 after I got my
degree, I got a job at $375 at the Teledyne polymers divi-
sion.”

The company became part of Union Carbide and broke
down into various divisions. He became vice president of
Avnet, another of its spin-offs.

Babulal retired in 1985, and started his wire and cable
company and also began dabbling in real estate with his
brother. 

Kanta kept going strong after receiving her master’s

degree and has been teaching at the Johnston School in
Norwalk in the La Mirada School District since 1967. 

Babulal recalls those early days vividly — when “there
were only 12 Indians in Orange County, and all of them
were students, six in engineering and six in pharmaceuti-
cals. We saw not only the community grow, we also saw
California grow. No matter where I went then, Orange
County was nothing but the oranges.”

“At that time, we bought a hall in 1972 just to play bridge.
Ten of us used to get together and play bridge. Earlier, we
had to arrange to play bridge from one house to another
every weekend. The ladies would do all the cooking. So, we
decided rather than doing this, let’s get a hall for about
$100,000 and we paid cash — all 11 of us. Later, we made
it into a temple in LA, and we continue to expand it. Now
there was no bridge and now we had to take our shoes off.”

Meanwhile, Kanta was very involved in community activ-
ities. 

“Our extended family was almost 300 and my house is
always open to students, visitors, for anybody who comes. If

one needs any advice for immigration, for family matters,
we are always there for them,” she says.

They helped Babulal’s four brothers and one sister to
immigrate to the US. “I brought all my brothers here, and
all thanks to Kanta. She wanted them educated and she
helped me get them all over here, one by one. All live with-
in 15 miles of each other.”

It was in this atmosphere that Ami and his elder brothers
Rajesh and Rimal grew up.

“Ami was always bright, and he was gifted,”
says Babulal. “He was very outgoing. He was
very people-oriented, wanted to make
friends and was very active in high school,
the John F Kennedy High School in La
Palma.”

Ami, he says, “was always a public educa-
tion guy — no private school, no charter
school, nothing like that.”

“Ami always wanted to do something to
make a difference — to do something for the
betterment of the people,” his father adds.
“And, he felt he had to be in Washington, DC
to make a difference.”

When Ami announced that he was ‘looking
into’ running for Congress, Babulal recalls
telling him, ‘You are a doctor, you have a
good life, but if you get into politics, you
know what you are getting into and, life is
going to be difficult.’

“We told him it’s not going to be easy. We
asked him to think deeply about it, but we
made it clear to him that if he was going to
run, then to go 100 percent — give it his
all… because then even if you win or lose —
somebody has to win and somebody has to

lose — you will know you gave it your best.”
“After his loss the first time, we told him to go get some

sleep and that we’d see him in the morning. When I saw
him in the morning, I knew right away that he was going to
run again. And I told him if you want to do it, we are behind
you all the way. I advised him to give his best again. I knew
he was going to win this time around.”

Asked if as parents, they give their son, today a lawmak-
er, any advice, Babulal says, “I do discuss with him what we
need to do for this country in immigration, in education.
We give him our thoughts and knowing him, he just lis-
tens.”

Kanta — who when this correspondent met her in Ami
Bera’s office on Capitol Hill, was visiting with her son for
the first time in Washington, DC, not being able to make it
for his inauguration because she suffered a stroke on the
eve of the inauguration and was in a coma for three weeks
— says, “We tell him a lot of things, but ultimately, Ami is a
man with his own mind — from the time he decided to
marry Janine to the time he decided to run for Congress.” 

‘He felt he had to be in
Washington to make a difference‘

Ami Bera’s trajectory runs akin to
that of his parents. Aziz Haniffa
discovers the family’s fascinating

history.

Proud parents: Babulal and Kanta Bera in their son Ami Bera’s office in Washington, DC.
COURTESY: AMI BERA’S OFFICE
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A
mi had the benefit of being the you-
ngest. All three of us kids got a lot of
freedom, but our parents were the
least strict with him. He could

explore more areas of interest. 
I was most into sports, and he got into it too.

So, when we traveled we’d go see the different
sports stadiums — where the Yankees play in
New York, where the Red Skins play in DC.

Traveling was something we did from a very
early age. I think we all really enjoyed it. We
had a station wagon and we traveled every
break we had. We’d go camping within
California and beyond. We’d drive 600, 700
miles a day. We drove cross country twice, I
think. 

In a seven-eight year period, my parents
probably sponsored 300 people to come to the
United States. My parents were kind of pio-
neers in the community in southern
California. People would come to them for
advice.

We had a pretty big backyard at our house;
we had a tree house. Lots of people came over
and hung out at our house. Kids stayed over
for dinner a lot. Our house was kind of the
hangout spot for all our friends.

Ami always assimilated well. He wasn’t real-
ly shy or anxious. He was always really com-
fortable with people.

Ami feels very confident about the decisions
he makes, and they don’t have to please others. 

His decision to marry Janine shows his spir-
it. 

Ami felt ‘I know my love for Janine is right,
and I know I’m making the right decision.’

My parents really relied on my wife and me
for emotional support in the whole process of
Ami marrying outside Indian culture. 

It was unexpected for them, but they love
Janine. 

My wife played a really big role in talking
about how the most important person in one’s
life is who you are going to marry. She helped
my parents come to a place of supporting Ami.

Ami announced that he was going to run for
Congress at a family Christmas party in 2008
at my older brother Rajesh’s home. I think our
first reaction was surprise and not quite
understanding why he would want to run. 

I knew from an early age that he always had
an interest in leadership. He always wanted to
take on new challenges and move on once he
accomplished something. 

But I am still amazed and intrigued how he
put this great team together, inspired people
and got elected. 

He is very genuine in what he believes. I
don’t always see things in the same light as he
does, but he is very genuine, and grounded,
and real. That’s what I have noticed in the last
4 to 6 years. I am extremely proud of him.

Our parents’ goal for us was to focus on edu-
cation and public service from an early age, no
matter what fields we went into. 

Ami has got the best of both worlds, with his
Indian-American roots and the traditional cul-
tural values that go along with that — hard
work, education, serving others, the values of
immigrants — along with this independent
spirit from being born and raised in the US.

I think it has energized my father and my
kids too. It makes me feel more creative and
passionate about the things I do. 

‘Ami is very genuine
in what he believes’

Dr Rimal Bera takes immense pride in the kid brother
who now inspires a community.

R
ajesh Bera, Congress-
man Ami Bera’s eldest
brother, came to the
United States with his
mother when he was
three-and-a-half years

old in 1960. Over 50 years later, he
still remembers his father waiting at
Los Angeles airport waving, and his
mother telling him, ‘Look, your father
is waiting for us.’ 

The early years in the US were chal-
lenging for the Beras, but by the time
Amerish — or Ami as he was to be
known — was born, life was more or
less settled for the family. 

Ami’s first achievement was in his
senior year when he was elected Mr
Irish — the mascot for the John F
Kennedy High School he attended
was the Fighting Irish. The most pop-
ular boy in the school was elected Mr
Irish. 

“This was a step forward in our
assimilation into America,” says
Rajesh. “Up to that point, most Indi-
ans stayed in the background and did
not make an effort to stand out in a
crowd. We did our jobs, saved money,
and tried to secure our family’s

future.”
Ami is eight-and-a-half years youn-

ger than Rajesh, who believes his
youngest brother is closer to Rimal,
his younger brother. By the time Ami
was in his formative years, Rajesh
had left home and was already in col-
lege. 

“We did not have much money
growing up,” Rajesh recalls. “How-
ever, we never lacked for anything.
Every subsequent year showed prog-
ress over the previous year. We devel-
oped an expectation of forward
progress in our lives and financial
future. Our parents installed a strong
value for education. There was no
question of having anything less than
a graduate degree.”

Their mother was a school teacher,
their father an engineer who invested
in motels. Rajesh, who studied
finance and economics at UC
Berkeley and worked for an aerospace
company for 18 years, is now an
investor in real estate.

‘Representative Bera would not have
been possible had President Obama

not been there’
The Congressman’s elder brother lets

Ritu Jha into some family secrets.

PAGE M15
Ami Bera, center, with, from left, brother Rajesh,
friend Paresh Shah, father Babulal and brother Rimal
on his first visit to California after his election win.
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Dr Reginald Herren, an obstetrician at
the Hollywood Presbyterian Hospital, and
his wife Dorothy, a nurse, have had a great
impact on the brothers’ lives. 

“They had a very good set of values and
strongly engrained their values in their chil-
dren,” Rajesh remembers. “The Herren
family taught us American culture and val-
ues. We used to call Dr Herren’s wife
Mamma. We loved what she cooked. They
led by example, installing the values of serv-
ice to others that the Bera family values
today.”

“The Herrens would be local guardians
for scores of foreign university students,”
Rajesh adds. “They would guide them in
their assimilation into American society.
Sunday meetings would be held at their
home for these students from all over the
world. This would be a Bible study session
followed by dinner. My father, who arrived
at USC in 1958, and my mother and I were
lifelong friends with the Herrens.”

Dr Herren delivered both Rimal and Ami.
“Shortly after Ami’s birth, my mother’s
father passed away, and she traveled to
India. The Herrens had us move into their
home for the three months that my mother
was in India. Ami was only three months
old,” Rajesh recalls.

“For Rimal and me, it was an amazing
house to live in. They had a large family, a
swimming pool, and many people coming
and going. They had an amazing collection
of books.”

“I believe Rimal was inspired to become a
doctor during this exposure to the Herren
family. Ami would have picked up on this
and the values of community service over
the next several years. The Herrens became
role models for our family.”

One summer Ami Bera traveled to
Washington, DC to intern for then US

Senator Alan Cranston. 
“He came home one day and told our

father, ‘I am planning to change my major
from biology to political science.’ My father
started taking blood pressure medication.
He told Ami, ‘Do what you want, but first
become a doctor.’

“His decision to go into politics became a
big family issue; he was so young,” Rajesh
says. “We were unable to see how he could
make a living from politics. Indians born
here today are quite different from Indians
born years before.” 

“I appreciate my father getting him to
become a doctor. I don’t think he would
have accomplished as much as he has done
today had he not been a doctor. Being a
doctor adds so much to his present work.” 

“Another different step he took was mar-
rying Janine,” Rajesh tells me frankly. 

“This was a big shock for our family. I
remember inviting him to dinner and Ami
told me he had been seeing Janine for two
years. I would say he was fast forwarding us
to American culture and American society.
I like Janine. If you look at a check list at
what you want in a daughter-in-law, you
would check ‘yes’ for everything except that
she is not Indian. Janine is a great person.”

Recalling the day Ami announced that he
would run for Congress at a family gather-
ing five years ago, Rajesh says, “We were all
excited. I asked him, ‘Are you sure you want
to do this?’ and he said yes. President
Obama opened the doors for many.”

“Representative Ami Bera would not have
been possible had President Barack Obama
not been there,” his eldest brother points
out. “I am a Republican, so we have good
conversations on issues like healthcare.
Ami takes inputs from everyone. He has
changed a lot since he won the election,
become quite polished. He has became a
good listener. He remembers people’s
names, even the last conversations he had
with them. I wonder how he does it!” 

P
aresh A Shah is an attorney, the founder of the
media company Hollywood TV, and the fou-
nder of Millions of Milkshakes, which Hollyw-
ood celebrities and athletes like Miley Cyrus,
Shaquille O’Neal and Dennis Rodman visit for
their specialized milkshakes. 

He was part of the White House delegation that accom-
panied President Bill Clinton on his first visit to India in
March 2000.

In 2010, when his childhood friend Dr Ami Bera decided
to run for office the first time, Shah took six weeks off work
to support him. 

Shah, who has been Bera’s tireless supporter through fail-
ures and triumphs, on their friendship:

I just knew that Ami was going to be an outstanding
Congressman. I also wanted him to be a role model; it’s like
the little kid in me that wanted a role model.
Ami was a phenomenal candidate and I wanted to do
whatever I could to help the Indian-American community
get over that barrier of losses.

Rimal (Ami’s elder brother) also took time off work to
focus on how we could help Ami. 

In 2009, he had only 3 percent recognition, so it was a
challenge introducing someone of the Indian-American
community they have never heard of, but by the end of
2010 his name recognition was over 80 percent. People
were getting to know him.

In 2012, when Ami again ran for Congress against
Republican Representative Dan Lungren from California’s
7th Congressional district, it was easier to work with people

because he had already become a household name. I didn’t
have to take off from work in the 2012 election though I still
had resistance from people, but these things do happen. 

I would say he got an incredible team together with the
passion, and we knew it is going to be the one where histo-
ry was going to be made.

I know Ami since his pre-school days. I was four-and-a-
half years old, and I believed that I was the big man on
campus since I had been at the school (Temple Baptist Pre-
School in Downey, California) for a year. 

One day I was alone in the sandbox at the school digging
away at dirt with a shovel when a two-and-a-half-year-old
boy was carried and placed into my sandbox.

The boy was Ami.
I acknowledged that the boy was somebody I already

knew because we were family friends, but to my dismay,
Ami suddenly began digging in my sandbox. How dare he,
I thought. He did not look up, but kept digging away care-
fully with deliberate strokes. Soon he began digging in my
area of the box.

I tried to stop him through my frustrated looks, but Ami
remained focused on his digging, never looking up but
instead steadfastly focusing on the task at hand as he
methodically dug away at the dirt stroke by stroke. I even-
tually yielded to him and allowed him to continuing dig-
ging in my area as he appeared to be a on a mission.

As I think about this story, this episode reflects the many
great traits that Ami has brought into his current life.
Among many things, it reflects his extreme focus on per-
forming and completing the task at hand along with his
methodical manner at reaching the completion of any task
he puts his mind to. 

— As told to Ritu Jha

‘I wanted him to be a role model’

‘Representative Bera would not have been possible
had President Obama not been there’
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Ami Bera on the campaign trail.
Paresh Shah had taken six weeks off work to support his friend during
his first election campaign.

Paresh Shah believes
Ami Bera will be an outstanding

Congressman.
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From a steadfast commitment to caring for the
sick, to a historic march into the halls of Congress,
Ami Bera is a trailblazer who personifies what is

great about the American spirit. 
By putting himself through school to improve the

quality of health care, and fighting to diversify
opportunities for the middle class, Ami’s advocacy
on behalf of others is rooted in a deeply held ethos

of service to others, that runs deep within the of
hearts Indian Americans and Hindu Americans

throughout our country. 
As a close ally and friend, I’m proud of the road

Ami has paved, but I’m even more proud that our
marches of progress are rooted in a simple belief

that we can be true champions of change when we
unite people together through our shared motiva-

tion of serving others.

— US Congresswoman Tulsi Gabbard, the first
Hindu elected to the US House of Representatives

As a fellow Californian, I am especially proud to call Representative Ami Bera a dear
friend and colleague. 

In just the few months he has served in Washington, Ami has already proven himself
to be a true leader and advocate for the people of his district, and for the Asian American
and Pacific Islander community.

As chair emeritus of the Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus in Congress, I
have long fought for policies that promote the well-being of the entire AAPI communi-
ty.

I have also campaigned across the country for many candidates for public office, seek-
ing to broaden perspectives in Congress to include
members from all walks of life and to better reflect
the diversity of the American experience.

Ami is one of the very best, and I was thrilled with
his election. 

As the son of immigrants, Ami has the tenacity to
fight for our values while understanding the
strengths new Americans and citizens bring each day
to our shores.

I first met Ami during his 2010 campaign for
Congress, and was immediately impressed with his
determination and fortitude in presenting a positive,
forward-thinking vision for his constituents.

A physician by trade, Ami has the patience and
heart to humanely address the most challenging
issues of our time — including immigration reform
and access to education and health care, three topics
close to the hearts of the AAPI community.

As a member of the House Foreign Affairs
Committee, Ami is already taking a strong stand and
working to strengthen relations between the US and
India, and to be a leading voice on South Asia over-
all.

I am proud to work alongside Ami as we promote
the diversity that will strengthen our economy and,
ultimately, better our nation. 

Congressman Mike Honda (D) represents
California’s 17th District.

‘Ami has already
proven himself

to be a true leader’
As the son of immigrants, Ami Bera has the tenacity

to fight for our values while understanding the
strengths new Americans bring to our shores, says

US Congressman Mike Honda.

From left, Congressman Ami Bera, Indian Ambassador to the US Nirupama Rao, Congresswoman Tulsi Gabbard and Congressman Mike Honda.
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Afirst-generation Indian-American Congressman,
Ami Bera’s story is like millions of Americans
across the country. 

Born to immigrant parents, Ami put his nose to the
grindstone and worked hard to build a career, raise a fam-
ily, and contribute to America. 

He has worked as a doctor, university dean and now as
the representative for California’s 7th Congressional
District. 

Ami’s drive and dedication is thanks, in part, to his
upbringing, and he is now fighting on a national platform
to ensure his constituents, and all Americans, have the
same opportunities he had to achieve the American
dream.

As co-chair of the Congressional Caucus on India and
Indian Americans, a bi-partisan group formed in 1993
that is dedicated to championing
strong ties between the US and India,
I’ve witnessed first-hand the depth of
expertise and experience Ami brings
to the caucus, the House Committee
on Foreign Affairs, and the United
States Congress as a whole. 

He is using his Indian ties to build
bridges between India and Congress,
and India and his district. 

For example, he is working to
encourage greater job-creating invest-
ments between India and the United
States, and he has called for the
removal of barriers that will ensure
California agricultural exports have
greater access to markets in India. 

Ami’s clear focus is on using his
strong relationships here and abroad
to create jobs and opportunities for all
Americans.

Although Ami is new to Congress, he
brings real world experience to the
job. 

Ami and I have relied on one anoth-
er for advice and counsel on ways to
strengthen the US-India defense rela-
tionship and address civil rights issues
facing the Indian-American commu-
nity. 

Ami and I both recognize that as
India plays an increasingly important
role on the global stage, US-India rela-
tions have never been more relevant. 

The largest democracy in the world,
India is a critical player in a number of
international issues including security,
economic growth and civic participa-
tion. 

He has also been a leading voice on the increasing role
India is playing on international security issues, such as
cooperating on efforts in Afghanistan.

Through many years of working hand-in-hand with the
Indian-American community in transforming the US-
India relationship, I have had the opportunity to learn so
much about this wonderful community.

There are many cases where the community faces a

unique set of challenges, such as hate crimes targeting
Indian-Americans, and there are many cases when
Indian-American families face the same challenges as all
American families, such as putting food on the table, find-
ing sustainable work, paying for college or buying a
home.

I’m certain that on all these issues, the community has a
true partner in Ami.

The India Caucus will continue to play an influential
role in furthering the partnership between the US and
India and championing the needs of the Indian-American
community, and it will be because of committed leaders
like Ami Bera. 

Congressman Joe Crowley is the US Representative for
New York’s 14th District.

‘The community has a
true partner in Ami’

US Congressman Joe Crowley admires the way Ami Bera is
fighting to ensure all Americans have the same opportunities

he had to achieve the American dream.
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Ami Bera listens to testimony before the House of Representatives Committee on Science, Space, and Technology.
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USAID Administrator Raj Shah — the highest-ranking Indian-American administration official — hit the ground running with the devastating Haiti earthquake, his first assignment. 
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For being an 
outstanding
leader; for his
commitment to
the advancement
of human
dignity; and
for leading
America’s quest
for bringing
hope to those
who need it
most.

FROM THE
EDITORS

I
n May 2012, President Barack Obama,
launching a White House symposium
on Global Agriculture and Food Secu-
rity, referring to Dr Rajiv ‘Raj’ Shah,
had declared, ‘Every time I meet him,
I realize that I was an underachiever
in my 30s.’ 

Shah, who turned 40 this year, is the highest
ranking Indian-American administration offi-
cial as he continues as Administrator, US
Agency for International Development — a job

to which he brought a degree in medicine, a
degree in business, a long tenure at the Gates
Foundation, and then as a senior official at the
Department of Agriculture where he was an
under secretary and also chief scientist.

One of then Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton’s final statements before leaving office
was to ‘thank Raj for his innovative, committed,
passionate leadership at USAID.’

Shah, in the first term of the Obama Admi-
nistration, next to Clinton, perhaps logged the

most frequent flyer miles of any US government
official, flying across the world to oversee
USAID’s development projects, humanitarian
assistance and disaster-relief efforts.

Now in the second term of the administra-
tion, with Secretary of State John F Kerry,
unlikely to undertake the frenetic pace of inter-
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For the American People

Every day, in his capacity as USAID Administrator, Dr Raj Shah heals the world a little more. 
Aziz Haniffa salutes the India Abroad Person of the Year for Public Service 2012.
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national travel as his predecessor, Shah could very well be
the senior US official who logs the most number of miles
across the world as USAID continues to fulfill its develop-
ment priorities in the underdeveloped regions of the world
and seeks to eradicate poverty and end preventable child
death, largely though public-private partnerships.

Last year, in a wide-ranging interview with India Abroad
in his expansive and well-appointed office in the Ronald
Reagan Building in Washington, DC, Shah — who hit the
ground running immediately after he was confirmed unan-
imously by the Senate to deal with the devastating earth-
quake in Haiti and the floods in Pakistan – he had spoken
of what he described as “an amazing experience” of being
the Obama Administration’s point man in the US efforts at
development, humanitarian and rehabilitation efforts. 

He had spoken of how humbling it was in terms of mak-
ing a difference in the lives of people in the throes of pover-
ty and hunger.

None of that enthusiasm and zeal to make a difference
had dissipated when this correspondent met him last
month. 

Far from any burn out, he said, “I’ve never been more
motivated to stick it out and to see it through.” 

***
During his confirmation hearing in December 2009,

Shah had told senators that ‘USAID’s motto, “From the
American people,” represents our effort to project the hope-
fulness and aspiration of the American Dream to the far-
thest corners of the globe.’

He had then recalled, ‘I remember seeing the power of
that American ideal at work in a remote village in rural
South India, where I served as a volunteer in a poor tribal
community before medical school, and I was struck by the
one-room schoolhouse where children, who didn’t speak
our language or enjoy our freedoms from hunger or disease,
could look up at the wall and admire photographs of their
heroes — Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, and
President John F Kennedy.’

Throughout his first term, and now in the second term of
the Obama Administration, Shah has been lavished with
praise by lawmakers on both sides of the aisle, for his efforts
to foster development efforts in sub-Saharan Africa, parts
of South Asia and Haiti with scarce resources, and consis-
tently been described as a ‘visionary.’

When he appeared before the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee for the first time as USAID administrator, the
then ranking Republican Senator Richard Lugar of Indiana
had said, ‘It’s a special joy to welcome you, Dr Shah. I
admire very much, as I’ve told you from the beginning —
your willingness to undertake this awesome responsibility.’

While Senator Jeanne Shaheen, New Hampshire De-
mocrat, and Senator Johnny Isakson, Georgia Republican,
thanked him for his efforts around the world, Senator Chris
Coons, Delaware Democrat, had said, ‘You’ve been a true
visionary and an innovator. You’ve really brought a new
level of energy and leadership and focus… In a number of
the areas of initiative I’ve been able to see in Africa,
whether it’s Feed the Future or the Global Health
Initiative… you’ve been able to both reduce the total cost of
service delivery while improving outcomes.’

Early this year, Roll Call, the Capitol Hill newspaper,

reported how Republican Senator James M Inhofe of
Oklahoma, the 79-year-old right-wing conservative, and
Shah had struck an unlikely friendship, the kind only those
who strive for non-partisanship dream of.

The Senator and Shah were stuck on a dirt road in a
remote part of southern Ethiopia, when they, along with
several GOP members of Congress and their entourages,
were on their way back from a visit to a rural development
program in the midst of a downpour.

They had waded through the mud, struggling for nearly
an hour to dislodge the vehicle, with Shah remembering
Inhofe joking that ‘anyone under the age of 70 has to push.’

Subsequently, Inhofe declared, ‘There’s no one I’d rather
walk through the mud with than Raj Shah.’

Roll Call noted the fact that Inhofe, the new ranking
member of the Senate Armed Services Committee, had
forged such a strong relationship with the USAID adminis-
trator was a ‘testament to Shah’s assiduous work courting
support on Capitol Hill for his ambitious efforts to overhaul
the sclerotic agency, which is widely viewed as wasteful and
inefficient.’

‘By reaching out to lawmakers from across the political

spectrum,’ the newspaper noted, ‘Shah is helping build a
political constituency for a part of the budget — interna-
tional development aid — that has generally lacked one.’

Shah’s dedicated perusal of causes — in fact his entire
career — has carried the stamp of a childhood experience in
India and he has never shied away from reminiscing about
it. 

He has spoken many times about the profound impact
the in-your-face poverty in India had on him during a visit
to Mumbai as a kid. 

It ignited in him a burning desire to make development a
part of his psyche and being that he had put into practice
from his days at the Gates Foundation and then in the
Obama Administration — first as Under Secretary of
Agriculture at the Department of Agriculture and now as
America’s point man for developmental aid disbursements.

At the annual Center for Global Development conference
that he was keynoting in 2011, he had said, ‘This year,
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From the American People
For the American People

Then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton swears in Raj Shah as USAID Administrator in 2010. 
During his confirmation hearing in December 2009, Shah had said that ‘USAID’s motto — from the American people —
‘represents our effort to project the hopefulness and aspiration of the American Dream to the farthest corners of the globe.’
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U
SAID Administrator Dr Rajiv Shah, the high-
est-ranking Indian American in the Obama
Administration, is one of those few officials in
Washington, DC who enjoy support from both
sides of the aisle.

Both Democrats and Republicans — even though sub-
jecting him to tough questioning during the numerous
times he has appeared before Congressional committees —
always praise his integrity, credibility and character of pur-
pose and shower kudos for his turning around an agency
that had hitherto been mired in bureaucracy and ineffi-
ciency to one of efficiency, effectiveness and one striving to
make the best use of taxpayer dollars.

Three-and-a-half years into his job, Shah, who hit the
ground running to deal with the devastating earthquake in
Haiti and the floods in Pakistan, maintains that grueling
pace and the same zeal he started out with. 

Unlike several senior Indian-American officials who
resigned in the first couple of years of the Obama
Administration, you not only stuck it out for the entire term,
you are on the go continuously. 

Don’t you feel a sense of burn out, which many of the oth-
ers complained of ?

I love what I have the opportunity to do and I love this
opportunity to serve. 

The President laid out in the most recent State of the
Union address the goals that we’ve established for ourselves
— ending extreme poverty within a decade, which would be
an amazing accomplishment that has never before been
achieved in human history.

Also, ending preventable child death and turning the tide
on HIV AIDS. 

So, the problems that humanity has struggled with for
centuries are now solvable problems that with creativity,
partnership, innovation, good management and strong exe-
cution on the ground can actually be achieved. 

I’ve never been more motivated to stick it out and to see
it through. 

I just think that we have a unique historic opportunity,
and I have the ability and opportunity to serve an amazing
President.

There was a lot of euphoria in the community when
President Obama was re-elected that you could be appo-
inted a Cabinet secretary. 

But you continue as USAID Administrator. 
Is this your dream job?
This absolutely is. 
I believe as President Obama believes and (former)

Secretary (of State, Hillary) Clinton and now Secretary (of

State, John F) Kerry believe that for America to maintain
its role as a superpower in an increasingly multi-polar
world, we have to project our power through our values and
our global aspirations. 

There is no other position in government better suited to
that task than the leadership of our development portfolio. 

President Obama has been committed to elevating devel-
opment as part of our foreign policy and national security
and it is an honor to get to see that through.

Does that mean you are going to stick it out for the full sec-
ond term of the administration?

I am committed to seeing this through. We’ll see what
happens.

What are the priorities you will be focusing on in this sec-
ond term?

Our overarching core priority is to end extreme poverty as
we know it. 

There is still more than a billion people that live on what

is equivalent of a dollar and a quarter a day, and that is 20
percent of humanity that is living on… living in absolute
subsistence. 

It just doesn’t have to be that way anymore. 
Today, private investment goes into countries as diverse

as Burma, Somalia and Haiti. 
Today, often the fastest-growing economies are countries

like Nigeria that grew 7.7 percent last year and still has
more than a 170 million people and has very high rates of
preventable child deaths. 

Today, there is an alignment of economic opportunity,
business investment, and the knowledge and technology to
eradicate extreme poverty and its most disastrous conse-
quences — hunger, and child deaths. 

And, that’s really our priority and our goal.

‘Success is helping people transition
from aid to self-sufficiency’

Raj Shah tells Aziz Haniffa about the rewards and challenges of his dream job.
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President Barack Obama holds a conference call from the Situation Room of the White House concerning the earthquake in Chile, February
2010, with, from left, then deputy national security advisor Tom Donilon, Raj Shah, and then White House chief of staff Rahm Emanuel. Obama
once said about Shah: ‘Every time I meet him, I realize that I was an underachiever in my 30s.’ 
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Are the devastating earthquake in Haiti and the awful
floods in Pakistan in 2010 a distant memory now? 

How have these disasters shaped your perspectives in
terms of your work?

Absolutely not (a distant memory). 
There is always an ongoing commitment to both tremen-

dous disasters that took place where America played a lead
role in protecting vulnerable human beings around the
world, whether it is the Haiti earthquake, which led to
250,000 deaths, (which) was also the largest and most
effective humanitarian response in terms of scale and out-
comes that was ever mobilized; or the Pakistani floods that
affected 11 million people.

Our response directly co-related to helping those people
get back on their feet, and supporting Pakistan’s balance of
payments through what otherwise would have been a crisis.

The Somali famine, in which more than 100,000 children
died in large part because of a terrorist group called Al-
Shabab, or today in opposition-controlled Syria, the United
States has always been the world’s leader in addressing
major humanitarian disasters, whether they are naturally
caused or resulting from conflict. 

We will continue to do extraordinary things and to do
that and part of my responsibility is to carry that mantle
forward for this agency and for our country. 

So, we are always engaged in those activities.
You cut your teeth in development work for seven years at

the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, with its immense
resources and specific projects, before you joined the
administration. 

You now deal with the administration, budget constraints,
allocation of both personnel and resources. 

Do you find yourself frustrated at times that these chal-
lenges can be overwhelming?

The responsibilities in public service do tend to be broad-
er and more diverse. 

I’ve had to learn how to work effectively with Congress,
how to navigate and build bipartisan support for major ini-
tiatives like the effort we launched to end preventable child
deaths. 

We got more than 150 countries, including the United
States, to commit to achieving that goal and have accelerat-
ed investment in 24 of those countries that account for 80
percent of child deaths. 

In India, we worked with private sector leaders and pub-
lic sector leaders to build partnerships in high burden dis-
ease states to address the fact that India still accounts for
22 percent of the 7 million kids that die under the age of 5. 

I am now seeing the results of these efforts as we are
steadily reducing the number of children under 5 who die
of preventable causes. 

The lesson I’ve learnt from that is when you have a big
idea and when you have the right constellation of partners,
and when you can build bipartisanship for big initiatives,
we can still get some pretty tremendous things done. 

Sometimes, it takes American leadership to set and
achieve those kinds of global goals. 

So, if anything, I feel empowered by the opportunity to
build movements that can help do extraordinary things.

But in terms of budgetary constraints, etc, I remember
when you appeared before the Senate Foreign Relations

Committee to present the administration’s Fiscal Year 2014
development aid requests, each senator asked you about
some project or the other or complained that some region
was not being served. 

For example, Senator Robert Menendez, New Jersey
Democrat and chairman of the Foreign Relations Com-
mittee, came at you saying that Latin America, South Ame-
rica was seemingly being ignored. 

How do you meet this challenge?
I spoke to Senator Menendez and reported to him on my

recent trip to Colombia where USAID is a core part of the
peace process that has an opportunity to end what has been
a five decade-long conflict between the FARC (Fuerzas
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia or Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia) guerrillas and the government. 

We are doing extraordinary things to help people gain
title back to their lands and their farms so that they can re-

enter communities, bringing peace and security where
there was violence and conflict. 

Sometimes, our impact is measured by those types
of results as opposed to the dollar allocations that we
can offer.

One of the things I’ve tried to do in leading our
organization is to focus more on results and outcomes
and to define success as helping people transition
from aid and assistance to self-sufficiency and trade
and investment. 

That’s the path that we seek to put countries on.
Under our leadership we have actually closed 14

country missions helping those who are achieving that
kind of success transition.

On his 2010 visit to India, you accompanied Presi-
dent Obama, and thereafter, you made at least two
major trips to India. 

How would you describe the USAID programs in
India and the collaborations with India?

We’ve transformed our program completely because
India is one of those countries that doesn’t need tradi-
tional aid and assistance. 

What we seek to achieve in India is to build a joint
innovation laboratory that can develop new solutions
to problems we face all around the world, and then
bring those solutions to parts of India and other parts
of the globe where it is necessary.

We support an organization called GRAM power in
India. 

They take small-scale micro grids and have a novel
clean energy technology that allows them — it’s solar
— to basically put Indian villages that are otherwise
off-grid on to energy systems that are reliable and
affordable. 

It brings down the cost of energy to people who rely
on diesel generators. 

It improves access, so there is light and energy for
businesses and learning and students and growth and
they can scale and sustain themselves. 

We gave them a little bit of a start-up capital.
We are now working to partner them with others in other

parts of the world like Africa, where those same technolo-
gies perhaps adapted can be deployed to bring energy to
hundreds of millions of people that live off the grid. 

It’s that kind of search for innovation, entrepreneurial
successes that can help change both, certain parts of rural
India and certain parts of the rest of the world. 

That’s what our partnership with India is all about.
Critics could come at you and the rest of you development

pundits that for all of India’s progress economically and
technologically and all of the public-private partnerships

‘Success is helping people transition
from aid to self-sufficiency’
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Raj Shah speaks to reporters on the flight line of a Pakistani air
force base in Pakistan about relief efforts in the country after the devastating
floods of 2010.
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and joint projects, India is still beset by huge problems of
poverty, disease, education and health disparities. 

How optimistic are you that these problems can ever be
resolved?

How important is the US-India strategic partnership to
making a dent in these critical areas?

It is very important, and I am very optimistic. 
On my last trip to India, we had state health leaders pres-

ent their strategies and report cards how they were going to
achieve the end of prevention of child deaths in their states. 

We launched new public-private partnerships with play-
ers like Hindustan Zinc who can mine more zinc and pro-
duce the zinc syrup that allows us to reach children with
something that can prevent deaths related to diarrhea,
which will be an important breakthrough. 

We are also partnering in the area of health with the
Hinduja Hospital system and tracking and treating both
tuberculosis and studying what is now known as XDR TB,
a very difficult strain of tuberculosis that has proven resist-
ant to a lot of existing drug regimens. 

By partnering with India on science, technology and
innovation to tackle these problems, we can both have
achieved success there and in many cases like XDR TB,
develop insights that will have real relevance to the rest of
the world, including right here in the United States.

What have USAID’s greatest successes been under your
leadership, and what would you attribute them to?

I’d say our focused efforts to build large-scale public-pri-
vate partnerships to address massive hunger and preventa-
ble child deaths are definitely at the top of the list. 

I attribute success in those areas to our ability to reach
out and engage Fortune 500 CEOs and their companies to
get them involved as partners. 

Before, we might have just done traditional development
projects in Ethiopia for example, and sent food aid. 

Today, we are reforming our food aid system to create
more incentives for local farmers to produce more partner-
ing with Dupont to make sure those local farmers have
access to improved hybrid maize varieties or seed varieties
and working aggressively with the government to help
them pass a new seed law and to change the way they gov-
ern the agricultural sector so they are more open to trade
and investment. 

Those things taken together will help them not only end
hunger in Ethiopia, but help the whole region see that there
is a pathway out of chronic hunger, and under-nutrition. 

It’s a new way of working. It’s a new business model for
USAID, but it has proven highly successful so far, and in
that one example, we’ve motivated companies to make $3.5
billion of private investments in the agriculture sector in
Africa, which is a tremendous amount. 

We can now detail each of the specific commitments and
how they are progressing often in partnerships with
USAID. 

This hasn’t been done before in that manner and that
kind of public-private partnership is our biggest success
story.

There was a time when the USAID didn’t have the chops or
the kind of gravitas to merit support from the hierarchy at
the State Department and the White House. 

Is there now that back-up from the State Department and
the White House?

Yes, yes, and yes. 
A resounding yes, yes, and yes. 
There are probably very few examples of federal agencies

that have done what we have done in the last few years. 
We’ve hired about 1,600 people, helping to increase the

size of our foreign service by 40 percent in an effort to do a
better job of tracking and being accountable for the invest-
ments we make around the world. 

We have been much more present in the National
Security Council and in the highest levels of policy making,
when it relates to Mali or Syria or Afghanistan or Pakistan. 

We have built a tremendous amount of bipartisan sup-
port on Capitol Hill by engaging, listening to, and address-
ing the very real criticism that members on both sides of
the aisle had of the way American assistance was being
conducted around the world. 

And we’ve pivoted to being much more focused on priva-
tizing local solutions, whether that means trying to untie
food aid and invest in local farmers so there is a transition
from dependency to self-sufficiency in that area.

Or whether it means finding more than 1,200 local
organizations in over 70 countries that we’ve now invested
more than $750 million in. 

Those efforts are really extraordinary and would only
have happened with the kind of very high level support that
we’ve had from President Obama, from Secretary Clinton

and now Secretary Kerry.
What role would you like the affluent Indian-American

Diaspora to play in India as well as in global development,
perhaps in partnership with USAID? 

Have you incorporated the support of some of them,
including the likes of Indian-American billionaires like
Vinod Khosla and Romesh Wadhwani?

What we would seek is more partnership and engage-
ment. 

Those individuals in part because of their traits that made
successful here in this country, or the knowledge they have
in certain areas, can help connect our work to new tech-
nologies, young entrepreneurs, large-scale businesses that
can scale solutions in India and elsewhere around the
world. 

We have been much more actively partnering and engag-
ing with all kinds of private-sector partners ranging from
some of the individuals you mentioned to the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation and so many others. 

We just continue to seek more of that kind of partner-
ships because it is our belief that those partnerships are
ultimately how you solve these problems, not the tradition-
al forms of service delivery.

A perennial problem they probably would encounter and
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COURTESY: S K VEMMER/DEPARTMENT OF STATE VIA FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/USAIDAFGHANISTAN

Raj Shah in Nangarhar province, Afghanistan, February 2011. He is leading the USAID to help people re-enter communities, bringing peace and
security where there was violence and conflict. 
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be constrained by would be the bureaucracy hurdles. 
For example when the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation

were trying to alleviate the HIV/AIDS problems in India,
they ran into bureaucratic hurdles and initial denial. 

Has USAID tried to remove
some of the bureaucratic
impediments in India because
to these philanthropists work-
ing with USAID would be
working government to gov-
ernment and, hence, they may
be more inclined to going it
alone at the local level, bypass-
ing the state authorities?

Absolutely. We’ve created a
whole division we call IDEA
(Innovation and Development
Alliances), which is basically
our partnerships group. 

They have served as a single
one-stop shop for private sec-
tor partners and partnerships,
and through that effort, we’ve
been able to execute now 1,100
public-private partnerships. 

Some of our partners would
report that we are more
streamlined, much easier to
work with and more effective
than we’ve ever been at execut-
ing those kinds of partner-
ships. 

We did that so that we could
reduce the bureaucracy that is
felt by some of our private sec-
tor partners. 

Also, we work much more
with local partners in order to
achieve exactly what you
defined — getting in at the
ground level, learning from the
people we seek to serve and
measuring outcomes on the ground, so we know what we’re
achieving when we spend US taxpayer resources.

When you were in college, along with your now wife
Shivam and a few college friends, you guys were some of the
earliest grassroots activists in the Indian-American commu-
nity. 

In fact, you had an organization called Project Impact.
Today, when you look back, is there a sense of wonderment

when you see the progress that has been made by the com-
munity, particularly the second generation?

Our goal when we launched Project Impact was to just try
to inspire a sense of service and commitment in younger
Indian Americans, who we sensed had a desire to be
involved in public service and community service, but did-
n’t really have the knowledge of how to build activities or
careers in that space. 

I am just thrilled to see the huge progress that this com-

munity has made with leaders in politics, in media, in com-
munity service, in so many other walks of life. 

I think that is appropriate because it’s a community that
has a lot of knowledge, some financial success, the ability to
give back and a strong ethic of responsibility that plays out
in so many different examples around our country.

Whether you admit it or not, you are a role model, partic-
ularly for young Indian Americans contemplating public
service. 

In this regard, do you feel a deep sense of responsibility?
I certainly enjoy having the opportunity to speak with

young people who will often ask how do you build a career
that’s focused on service and what advice do I have for
them. 

I don’t usually have great advice other than to say that if
you do something you are passionate about and you love, if
you take your work seriously and commit yourselves to

achieving the outcomes
and the results that got
you inspired in the first
place, that can be very,
very personally reward-
ing. 

I know you don’t want
to look too much into the
future, but have you given
some thought to some
sort of political career —
a run for the US Senate
perhaps?

You have the experi-
ence, the track record,
not to mention the gravi-
tas, in terms of the where-
withal for political office. 

Or is politics out of the
question? 

Will you continue to be
one of those development
policy wonks?

To do my current job
well, you have to be pas-
sionate about what you
are trying to achieve and
develop a real under-
standing of how politics
works. 

I have, and I continue
to kind of love this
opportunity to both work
on the policy and the pol-
itics of how America
projects itself around the
world. 

Remember, a lot of times, people will say foreign assis-
tance is difficult to build political support for, but as I have
gone to college campuses across the country, met with
Diaspora communities across the country, spent time at
places like Greenville, South Carolina with (US Senator,
Republican) Lindsey Graham or Starkville, Mississippi
with (US) Senator (Thad) Cochran (also a Republican), I’ve
actually seen the opposite. 

I’ve seen that it is possible to build political support for
this portfolio of work because Americans have a deep desire
to project our values around the world.

They know that that will keep us safe in the long run. 
So, I love what I am doing right now, and that’s what I

basically think about. 
I get plenty of opportunities to engage in the politics of

building support for this organization and that’s enough for
me right now. 

‘Success is helping people transition
from aid to self-sufficiency’
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USAID Administrator Raj Shah, left, briefs Dr Jill Biden, right; Dr Sanjay Gupta, next to Shah, CNN Chief Medical Correspondent; and others on
board a plane on the way to the Dagahaley refugee camp, in Dadaab, Kenya, in 2011. They had travelled there to assess the drought situation
and the humanitarian response. 
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S
oon after President Barack Obama was re-elected,
there was a strong buzz that Dr Raj Shah could
become the first in the community’s immigrant
experience to be appointed to a Cabinet position.

This interview is excerpted from an earlier conversation
with Aziz Haniffa.

You were the closest Indian American in our immigrant
experience to have come close to a Cabinet-level position. 

Do you believe it’s time for an Indian American to serve in
the Cabinet of the next administration?

I don’t know. (But) What is interesting is that one of the
things that I’ve gotten to do in this job is that I have learned
— and I didn’t have this experience
before — is just understanding that
part of being in this role is building a
base of support in Congress — in the
Senate and House, meeting people
who have been elected officials.

I’ll tell you, it is less about being
Indian American; it’s more about
delivering results. 

What people value is: Do you take
the job seriously? 

Are you committed to the
President and the Secretary’s agen-
da, which in this space is tremen-
dous? 

They have really elevated the role
of development in foreign policy,
which is why we play such a big role
from Afghanistan to Egypt, from
malaria to the fight to end
HIV/AIDS, to moving tens of mil-
lions of people out of poverty and
hunger. 

And it’s about recognizing the
expertise that exists in these organi-
zations, and working very, very hard
to change the rules so that their
expertise can generate results more
effectively and efficiently.

We haven’t talked as much about
this, but USAID Forward reforms
are not always the sexiest things to talk about, but we’ve
reformed our procurement systems, which I know is a bor-
ing topic, but that alone will mean that billions of dollars a
year will go directly to local institutions, local entrepre-
neurs and the real change agents that are out there,
whether they are in a slum in a particular community in
India or a young entrepreneur in Nairobi or a small busi-
ness in Haiti.

By doing that, we will essentially create the conditions
that will enable our own exit over time.

We’ve brought in hundreds of new people into the agency,
including a lot of new scientists, engineers, PhDs — people
that have come in on these fellowship programs. 

It’s a pool of talent that you’d be amazed by in terms of
what they are capable of doing and as a result of some of the
more innovative things they are doing.

There are kids designing programs on their iPhones that
can diagnose malaria based on a photograph of the sample,
blood smear, electronically. 

It’s just amazing.
We’ve really worked hard to reinstate a results-oriented

approach, where we now measure and make public the
evaluation date on all our major programs within three
months of completion of that program.

Just this alone, we have been posting more than 200
third-party validated evaluations online.

So, at the end of the day, to me, it’s about delivering those
results. 

I always joke that I always want someone to write about
— that no one wants to write about — on procurement and
evaluation and human resources and managing the build-
ing for success. 

At the end of the day, that’s how you leave lasting institu-
tions that can do great things like ushering in a new Green
Revolution or eliminating child deaths under the age of five
or spreading democracy through access to elections and
transparency and open government — all of which are hap-
pening and all of which we’re a part of.

What drives this commitment of
yours, which seems to be prevalent in
the second generation of Indian
Americans running both for office, as
well as pursuing public service oppor-
tunities in other areas?

I can’t speak for others, but for me,
getting a chance to work for a trans-
formational President, who has a
unique and deep commitment to
these issues internationally, is very
unique.

Getting a chance to work with
Secretary Clinton, who brings amaz-
ing leadership and instincts and
commitment, is also very unique.

To me, the biggest difference,
between this kind of role and being in
the private sector, is that if you are
successful, you get to have impact at a
scale that’s tremendous.

When Dr (Jill) Biden (wife of Vice
President Joe Biden) and I went
together with (former US Senator
from Tennessee and a physician) Bill
Frist and a few others — including
Sanjay Gupta (Chief CNN Medical
Correspondent) — to the Dadaab
refugee camp on the Somali-Kenyan
border last summer, we met women

who were walking for days or weeks.
They would hold their children and they would walk from

South Central Somalia — from famine-affected areas.
They would leave their homes and communities when

they had run out of food and their livestock had died, when
they had nowhere else to turn. 

They would walk on this dangerous track where many of
them were abused, robbed, attacked.

We met a woman who had started off on a journey with
two children and literally couldn’t carry both physically and
had to make a tragic decision to leave one child behind and
take the other one to safety, just to save one of her kids. 

It’s very hard to express the amount of commitment and
passion that people who do this work in these camps have for
this work, when you get a chance to meet someone like that.

‘It is less about being
Indian American; it’s more

about delivering results’
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Raj Shah visited the Anti-Retroviral Therapy Center at the Safdarjung Hospital in
New Delhi, December 2011. In India, USAID seeks partnership and engagement. 

COURTESY: FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/USEMBASSYNEWDELHI/
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USAID will celebrate its 50th anniver-
sary and reflecting on our anniversary
has really reminded me of the first
time I ever even heard about USAID. I
was a young child traveling to
Bombay, now Mumbai, to see my rela-
tives.’

‘Before returning home, my uncle
insisted that I travel with him to one
of the slums near his family’s home. I
was shocked by what I saw. There
were pits of open sewage and children
were running through garbage and
through waste. It was clear that none
of those kids went to school, and
despite being around my own age at
the time, they all looked thinner,
smaller and more frail than I — which
is saying something, if you knew me as
a 10 year old.’ 

‘The image of those children has
stuck with me for a long, long time.
We were the same age and the same
race, but the lottery of life guaranteed
they would have very, very fundamen-

tally different futures.’ 
‘As we were leaving that slum, there

was another image that also stuck
with me. There was a billboard
describing a local water-treatment
system the city was putting in place
with the support of the United States,
and right in the middle of that bill-
board was a logo depicting a hand-
shake — the logo of USAID.’

‘In recent years, we’ve added a
tagline that represents that hand-
shake: From the American People. In
my time at USAID, I’ve come to learn
that our assistance is not just from the
American people. It’s also for the
American people.’

America’s assistance, he said, devel-
oped the markets of the future and
recalled his trip to India in November
2010 with President Obama. 

‘We saw a solar-powered micro-irri-
gation pump being sold to small farm-
ers. The solar cells were manufactured
by a small company in Georgia called
Suniva. That company is growing.
They have already created hundreds of
manufacturing jobs outside of
Atlanta, and they soon plan to build

another plant in my home state,
Michigan.’

‘That transaction which brought a
solar manufacturer from the United
States to selling their product to rural,
small-scale farmers in India could
simply not have happened without the
sustained commitment of US foreign
assistance.’

Shah had also spoken of how in
addition to keeping the US competi-
tive in tomorrow’s global economy,
this assistance also had a major secu-
rity dimension to it: ‘In the most
volatile regions of Afghanistan and
Pakistan, we work side-by-side with
the military, playing a critical role in
our nation’s efforts to stabilize coun-
tries and build response, viable local
governance.’ 

All of this has accorded Shah rock
star status among development pun-
dits and policy wonks in the non-gov-
ernmental organization world. 

At the annual Center for Global
Development conference, Nancy
Birdsall, director, CGD, had said,
‘When Secretary Clinton spoke here at
the center just a year ago, she made
these two promises: That she would
elevate development to an equal place
with defense and diplomacy in US for-
eign policy and that she would work to
ensure USAID becomes, once again,
the world’s premier development
agency.’

‘One of the best steps she could have
taken in those two directions was to
appoint Administrator Shah as head
of USAID. Raj brings tremendous tal-
ents — smarts, passion for develop-
ment, strategic thinking— to the helm
at USAID.’ 

‘Raj already has behind him a life-
time of accomplishments. I am old
enough to be allowed to say… he is
still, remarkably, a young man of
promise.’ 
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‘It is less about being
Indian American; it’s
more about delivering

results’

She was a caring, loving mother who just wanted
safety and opportunity for her kids and the fact that
when she crosses that line, comes into that camp —
as difficult the circumstances were, she more or less
got a medical check-up because of USAID’s pres-
ence and commitment, nutritional supplements for
her child that likely will save her child’s life, food
and rations for several weeks in order to get settled,
and then access to a living environment where
hopefully, she can get back on her feet, all because
of the US government’s commitment to a basic mis-
sion of spreading human dignity around the world.

It’s a very basic thing and to get to work on that is
very inspiring. 

It’s why I am so committed to making sure we can
do this kind of work efficiently and effectively and
build a strong bipartisan political coalition to sup-
port even more success in the future 

How much credit would you attribute to your folks
and the older generation who were, in a sense, the
pioneers?

Preet Bharara spoke of how when he was appoint-
ed US Attorney of the Southern District of New
York, his father talked about how proud he was. 

But Preet said his father could never be as proud
as he (Preet) was of his dad?

It’s not really comparable. My par-
ents came with no resources. 

My mother tells the story of coming
with just one suitcase. They came
because they had college scholarships
for graduate schools and then they
went around the country until they
got jobs.

My dad ended up spending more
than three decades at Ford Motor
Company and that’s why we grew up
in Detroit.

And, so, I don’t think these are com-
parable because they really had to
struggle, and in an environment that
was deeply uncertain and then they
had to work very hard to make sure
their kids had unique opportunities.

So, you do feel a certain sense of
responsibility to do something with
that opportunity. But it’s not a compa-
rable thing, and Preet says it very
well, better than I could. 
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From the American People
For the American People

Raj Shah speaks at a roundtable with
leaders of the United Nations and
non-governmental organizations. He
enjoys rock-star status among
development pundits and policy
wonks in the NGO world. 

COURTESY: KENDRA HELMER/FLICKR.COM/PHOTOS/USAID_IMAGES/
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That Dr Raj Shah is an intense, driven, singularly
focused workaholic is undeniable. But a romantic?
Apparently he is.

Shivam Mallick Shah, his wife of 13 years, still can’t stop
smiling when she recalls how Raj proposed to her while she
was vacationing with two of her friends in India, and at
that particular time had been in Agra taking in the Taj
Mahal, Shah Jahan’s monument of love to his Mumtaz.

“I had gone with two of my friends right after graduat-
ing from business school. It was that period from finish-
ing exams and graduation and I had not been to India in
years and two of my girlfriends wanted to go.”

At the time, Shivam says, “Raj was doing his pediatric
rotation in medical school, and of course, he couldn’t
come on this trip in the middle of medical school, but he
surprised me and actually came for about 36 hours. A lot
of people knew — my friends knew — but I didn’t know.
It was such a surprise for me.”

She reminisces about how “in the morning, we were
having breakfast at the hotel and he walked in” and how,
though it was a surprise, she still had no idea that he had
come intent on proposing to her, and that too in as
romantic a manner as he could — on the marble
entrance steps of the Taj.

“You got to remember it was 1999, and it was not easy
to stay connected. He had come to the hotel. So, that in
itself was actually remarkable given all the challenges
that came in the way,” she says. 

“He had a delayed flight to Delhi. Then he rushed to
the train station and took the Shatabdi Express to Agra.”

“He proposed in grand style,” she adds, and almost
immediately after the proposal, “he had to get back to
the US — it was such a short trip.”

Though she was caught by surprise, Shivam says in many
ways it was quintessential Raj: 

“Raj is one of those people, he does everything to extremes.
It was not obvious to me when he first came to the hotel that
he was going to propose. I thought it had been a long time
since we had traveled together and how incredible is it that
he’s here to join me on this vacation. Even then it was not
obvious. But then he does things in extremes for the people
he cares about.”

The Allentown, Pennsylvania-born Shivam, who was raised
in Kendall Park, New Jersey, first met the Detroit, Michigan-
born Raj when they were both undergraduate college stu-
dents — she at Georgetown University and Raj at the
University of Michigan.

In their junior year in college in September 1993, they were
both at the London School of Economics as part of their
undergraduate degree.

“For both of us,” she recalls, “London was an incredible

experience. To have the opportunity to be abroad for a year at
such an incredible institution and study the things that we
cared about. And we remained very close and also to the
many friends that we made during our study abroad.”

Asked if it was love at first sight, she says, “It’s hard to say.
We were in our 20s. It was such a formative experience for
many of us. We had met early on and we had two classes
together of our four classes and we had many of the same
interests.”

“Although, we are now very different people than we were
in our 20s, we’ve lived together for 20 years and lived
through some incredible opportunities and experiences
together.” 

“From the very beginning,” Shivam says, “Raj was always
very driven. He was very focused and he was applying for
medical school at the time. He was very serious about his aca-
demics, but he was always serious about doing something
more than just being a physician — that was clear from the

beginning.”
“At the time he was interested in becoming

a physician, but he was studying economics,
which I thought was very interesting. So,
even then he was thinking about develop-
ment policy and health and the impact of
health economics on communities.”

She recalls the summer he spent at a devel-
opment effort in Bihar. 

“He had come back with these ideas of real-
ly thinking about how he could apply this
knowledge that he had acquired and how as a
physician he could do so in larger ways than
not just individual patients but communi-
ties,” she says. 

“It was compelling, and, of course, I appre-
ciated that he was so smart — that was
always very clear — but then he was really
thoughtful about wanting to have an impact
beyond his day job.”

After his undergraduate degree, Raj
enrolled in a seven-year MD/PhD program
at the University of Pennsylvania in
Philadelphia and Shivam started working for
Bear Stearns in New York as an investment
banker after she graduated from
Georgetown.

After two years, she moved to Boston to do her master’s
degree at the Harvard Business School and in the middle of
his graduate program, Raj went to work for the Al Gore
Presidential campaign in Nashville, Tennessee.

Shivam acknowledges that the long-distance relationship
was a challenge, “but we were in a committed relationship.
We made that decision. We were very fortunate to have great
opportunities, but they were unfortunately in different
places. We were very young in our careers and both felt that
the other should have the opportunities they should and not
constrain their choices.”

“So, we were quite deliberate in making that commitment
and following it through. I went and looked at graduate
schools and ended up applying to Harvard and moved to

‘He does things in extremes for
the people he cares about’

Shivam Mallick Shah tells Aziz Haniffa about the other Raj Shah:
The romantic, the family man, the husband.
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Raj and Shivam Mallick Shah, with their two older children. Till the time she resigned her job as
director, Special Initiatives, Office of Innovation and Improvement, Department of Education, with
the birth of their third child, they were the Indian-American power couple in DC. 
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Boston and not Philadelphia, and then when I looked at jobs,
my best jobs were in New York and not in Philadelphia.
Then, it was very difficult to find things in
Nashville.”

Even after they got married in May 2000,
she says, “I started working for McKinsey in
New York and we continued to do what we
did.”

Shivam believes it was when Raj took a
leave of absence half-way through his
MD/PhD program to work full-time on the
Gore campaign that “really seemed to open
his eyes to the different ways he could make a
difference, and it got him really excited about
politics in a whole different way.” 

Though feeling devastated after Gore lost to
George W Bush in the highly-contested elec-
tion, she clearly remembers how Raj, after he
returned to the medical program at U-Penn,
spoke of thinking about what else he could
do. 

“At that point I was still working in New
York and he was finishing up graduate school
and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
was just starting. Some of the early leaders of
the Gore organization were individuals that
Raj had connected with at some point in the
Gore campaign.”

“So, they approached him about joining the
early team. It seemed very far-fetched at the
time that Bill Gates wanted to start a founda-
tion, and here was Raj, a medical student. I have to say, I was
clearly very skeptical, but he started his work with Gates
when he was a doctoral student — he essentially made a
short-term commitment of two days a week, and we thought
we would try it out. But it quickly became clear he wanted to
do that work full time.”

“Raj was the second hire in the Foundation’s DC office,’ she
adds, “and so the formal task at hand was launching the DC
office. But his work took him all over the world because his
focus was global health and he spent quite a lot of time in
Seattle. It really made sense for the work to be a full-time
job.” 

But with his academic commitments in Philadelphia and
her in New York, it was a challenge. The couple finally decid-
ed to move to DC, which they did for about a year.

“At that point,” Shivam says, “I started working for a differ-
ent company in DC and he was working for Gates. Then I

also started working with the Gates Foundation and we
decided to move to Seattle.”

She was part of the Gates Foundation’s education team as
deputy director in the US Program, where she focused on
managing its education investments and grant-making activ-
ities in the Northeastern United States with the goal of help-

ing ‘every child graduate from high school ready for college,
work and citizenship.’

Meanwhile, although armed with a medical degree, Raj
had decided not to practice as a physician and also not com-
pleted his PhD, but gotten himself a master’s degree from
Wharton in health care financing.

They found themselves moving back to DC when Raj took
up the Obama administration position as chief scientist and
under secretary of agriculture. 

Shivam landed a job as director, Special Initiatives, Office
of Innovation and Improvement, Department of Education
leading two programs — The Investing in Innovation (i3)
Fund and the Promise Neighborhoods Initiative.

Till the time she resigned with the birth of their third child,
they were the Indian-American power couple in DC.

Shivam says she is justifiably proud of her husband and
agrees with him — as he had contended in his interview with

this correspondent — that he currently has his dream job.
“He is doing what he likes, and so I am not at all surprised

that he is sticking it out (in the second term of the adminis-
tration, when the majority of the senior Indian Americans
appointed by Obama had quit after a couple of years in the
President’s first term). He has his dream job.”

“He is doing something he’s good at
and at a level and a scale that no one
could have imagined. And it’s exciting
and with this President and this admin-
istration’s commitment to develop-
ment… it’s an incredible opportunity.”

“I am very proud of the role model he
is for our children in really leading in
service. Our kids are very fortunate to
have lots of opportunities in life.”

And as good as Raj is at his job,
Shivam says he is just as good a father
and husband.

“I don’t think he’s any different in his
personal life than he’s in his work life,”
she says. “He is deeply committed to our
family and when he’s not working, he’s
not working. He’s a committed hus-
band, a committed father — it’s the way
he is.”

“Our children want nothing more
than time with their dad, but they
appreciate when he’s not there, why he’s
not there. But we do a lot together.
Weekend time is spent together, when
he’s not traveling. We plan around his
work and travel as much as we can.” 

“He always makes time for what is
important, and especially as the kids get

older, it’s going to be easier to do things with them. Last
week, he taught our daughter how to ride a bike without
training wheels — she’s four-and-a-half years old.”

“He’s a great dad, no matter how heavy is the load he has to
carry in the workplace. When he’s home, he’s a dad, he’s a
husband. He gets energy from the kids. They ask him so
many questions, and it’s a lot of fun.”

“Of course, he is a very light-hearted person. I believe many
people who are driven to work so hard, when they are not
working, like to relax equally as much. He has always been
fun to be around with — has a lot of friends, and someone
you’ll find very easy to get to know, very easy to spend time
with.”

As for the future, Shivam says, they are so busy and so
caught up in the moment — while always wishing there was
more time to do things together — had not thought that afar:
“This is one chapter in our life, and it’s really special.” 

‘He does things in extremes for
the people he cares about’
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Raj Shah, who was unable to attend the Pravasi Bharatiya Divas in New Delhi in 2011, is accorded the Pravasi
Bharatiya Samman award in Washington by then Indian Ambassador to the US Meera Shankar. With them are
Shivam Mallick Shah and the Ambassador’s husband Ajay Shankar. 
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J
anardan and Reena Shah, Dr Raj Shah’s parents,
who hail from Ahmedabad and Petlad, in Gujarat,
respectively, had different wishes vis-à-vis their son’s
career paths. 

Janardan, 73, wanted Raj to get into some technical field
and then go into management. 

Reena, 69, dreamed that Raj would become a highly suc-
cessful physician. 

Both common aspirations of Indian-American parents of
that generation who had crossed continents for better
opportunities, especially for their children.

Janardan came to the US in 1967 on an engineering
scholarship at the University of Arizona. After receiving
his master of science degree he moved to California to
work as a project engineer for aerospace companies.

In early 1970, he says, “I took a three months leave of
absence, bought a round-the-world airline ticket and trav-
eled through Europe before going to India. While in India,
I met Reena and we got married in March 1970. I then
traveled through Asia Pacific and got back to California.
Reena could not join me because her visa had not been
finalized. She joined me in July 1970.”

“In October 1970, we moved to Ann Arbor, Michigan,
where I worked as a senior engineer on the Apollo 17 pro-
gram and upon completion of the project, I joined the
Ford Motor Company, in Dearborn, Michigan, to develop
and test exhaust emissions technology to meet govern-
ment clean air and fuel economy standards.”

Reena, who had teaching experience in pre-schools, eas-
ily landed a job as a director of the Ann Arbor Child Care
Center, which was part of the University of Michigan.

Both parents, now in their retirement, say they could not
be more proud of their trailblazing son and what he has
achieved. 

More importantly, they say, they are proud that first as
director, Global Health Development, at the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation and now as Administrator, US
Agency for International Development, he is making a dif-
ference in the lives of those less fortunate, all around the
world.

Janardan says this facet of Raj’s personality manifested
itself very early in his life. 

“He always felt compassion for the less fortunate. When
he was eight years old, we visited the southern city of
Mysore, and the king (maharaja) of Mysore’s palace. The
palace was very impressive and full of rich art, crafts,
paintings, crystal chandeliers, etc. But when we came out
of the palace, there were children begging for food.”

“Seeing this, Raj got sad and asked, ‘If people are so poor,
how did the king get so rich? Is this India?’”

Then, of course, there was the now famous drive and
walk through a Mumbai slum, where Raj was shown the
abject poverty side of India by his uncle, which he says had
a significant impact on him and triggered his passion for
development work in poverty-stricken countries.

In 1985, when Janardan was transferred to Michigan.
“We moved to West Bloomfield — a suburb of Detroit — in
the Birmingham School District. Our primary considera-
tion in choosing this area was because of the quality of the
school system and professional environment. We asked
Raj to go to a private school, but he insisted on going to the
public Groves High School in Birmingham.” 

He recalls Raj as saying, ‘I want to be part of a more
diversified group of students, without any special privi-
leges.’

Janardan recalls, “We did not insist as it was one of the
best schools in Michigan. We felt that he would be chal-
lenged and he was.”

While at Groves, Raj excelled, winning Michigan state’s
debate championship — a first for his school — played var-
sity tennis and participated in various other programs
while maintaining excellent academic achievements.

Reena, who had given up her job to be a stay-at-home
mom because she wanted to have the time to take her chil-
dren to their extra-curricular activities, says, “He was
always a very good student — very hard working, totally
self-driven and motivated.”

“From his very young days, he was very curious, very

‘We realized how natural a path
public service was for him’

Though nervous about his career choices, Janardan and Reena Shah could not be more
proud of their trailblazing son, they tell Aziz Haniffa.
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hyper. Every minute he had to be doing something. You
never saw him sit down and relax or lying down and doing
nothing. He had to read or do something or the other.”

When it came time to go to medical school, Raj, once
again, exhibited his unique
approach to life. 

“When Raj agreed that he
would go into medical scho-
ol,” Janardan remembers,
“we urged him to apply for a
six-year inter-flex program
at the University of Michi-
gan. This would assure med-
ical school admission and an
MD in six years after high
school. But Raj chose not to
apply for it. He wanted to go
for a four-year undergradu-
ate degree, take his MCAT
and compete for medi-
cal school admission. His ar-
gument was ‘If I cannot go to
medical school, when I
want, then, maybe I am not
good enough.’”

“So, at the University of
Michigan, he chose the hon-
ors program in liberal arts
and majored in economics,
and along the way, he did his
junior year at the London
School of Economics. He
then took the required cou-
rses and appeared for the
MCAT and applied to the
top eight medical schools in
the country.”

“He went for six interviews
and was accepted by all six.
He chose the University of
Pennsylvania, MD/PhD pro-
gram.”

But then Raj dropped a
bomb.

“One weekend,” Janardhan
says, “he flew home to tell us
that he had decided to take a year off from his studies and
work in Al Gore’s Presidential campaign. We were very
nervous. As his MD/Phd program was a seven-year pro-
gram, in my opinion, and also in the opinion of his U-Penn
advisors, this would slow down and distract from his
career goals.”

Reena was aghast when he decided to put his studies on
hold and go to Nashville to join the Gore campaign.

During one conversation, Raj said, ‘Dad, you came to
this country with almost nothing. From that, you built up
and provided for our comfortable upbringing. If I make 10
times or 100 times more money than you, would it be
called success? I don’t think so. I am not going to practice
medicine to make money. I wanted to do things that will
have a much broader impact.’

He had convinced his parents.
“We realized how natural a path public service was for

him,” says his mother. “It was this desire to serve people
that led him to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation,
where he was instrumental in developing plans and funds
to ensure that millions of children in the developing world,
had access to life-saving vaccines and adequate food and
nutrition.”

She recalls “Raj telling me in Seattle, how happy he was
in what he was doing, and how with his effort, millions of
children would be saved. I was so touched and so very
proud of him and can still remember my telling him, ‘Beta
(the Hindi word for son), I hope you write a book about all
of this someday.’”

In all of this, Raj’s steadiest supporter was his younger

sister Ami. 
“They stood for each other all the time,” says Reena, who

now volunteers with Retooling Detroit where they are
using the Montessori-based approach to get inner city
children excited about school.

She recalls how during his high school years, while rid-
ing his bicycle home from the library Raj was side-swiped
by a hit-and-run driver and suffered severe head injuries
and was taken to emergency. 

“Ami was by his side, helping in dressing his wounds and
taking care of him,” she says. 

“Raj would always take care of her in the same way, and
in every major decision, they would consult each other and
stand by each other. They would plead each other’s case to
us, so we would give into their decisions.” 

‘We realized how natural a path
public service was for him’
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Raj excelled in school, winning Michigan state’s Debate Championship
— a first for his school — played varsity tennis and participated in various
other programs while maintaining excellent academic achievements. 
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would consult each other and stand by each other. 
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Ihad a chance to sit down with Dr Raj Shah’s sister on a
rainy Monday in New York. 
Dr Ami Shah is a surgeon at Mount Sinai, and we dis-

cussed Raj’s upbringing, the childhood experiences that
made him who he is today, and his big moment of deciding
to go into public service — with their parents Janardan and
Reena, who are retired from long careers in engineering
and education, adding their perspective and his 5-year-
old niece, Ella, working on a puzzle by the window over-
looking a dreary Manhattan. 

What is it about Raj that makes him good at doing the
kind of work he does?

Raj has always had the ability to see the big picture and
to go against the grain a little bit. 

Growing up in a suburb of Detroit, he was able to kind
of see more than the small task that was next; he was able
to see the big picture. 

He’s always had a tremendous ability and comfort with
taking risks to do things in a novel and unique way.

Their dad adds: He wanted to have people of Indian ori-
gin get out of their traditional roles and participate more
in the political process and do more for society.

So, was he also a kind of leader from a young age?
It was small things with Raj — like growing up Indian,

everyone wants you to do a 7-year medical program, but
he had a big picture of making an impact beyond living in
a nice house and having nice cars. 

He’s always wanted to do more for the community at
large. And through that, I think he always had the ability
to be a leader. 

People naturally followed him. He was able to sort of
garner others’ energy. 

And yeah, he was a very special little child… he was nat-
urally able to get all types involved in whatever ideas he
had, whether that be manage a small restaurant out of our
kitchen, or organize a play or games. 

He was just able and willing to do that.
What would you say is a standout trait that kind of lends

itself to this ability?
Well, he’s compassionate. 
I think as a small child, not everything came naturally

to him; he worked harder than most. 
We lived for a few years in a small town in Pennsylvania,

and you know, we had to work harder than most to be
noticed. 

It was a small town where we were the only minority
kids, and I remember they told us we couldn’t be in the
school play because there are no brown people in the North
Pole, and Raj had the ability to look beyond that. 

The teacher told him, ‘You know, we can’t always have
what we want. I want to be principal, but that’s not going
to happen.’ 

But for a little kid to not get angry, and to figure out a way
to look beyond that — I think next year he got the lead in
the school play. 

He learned to work harder and be more creative. 
I think if you have to work very hard as a young child that

probably serves you well as an adult to understand all per-
spectives.

That teacher example shows how things were for us

Indian kids in American schools in the ’80s and ’90s.
(Laughing) Yeah, I think I threw a temper tantrum. But

he was somehow able to be like, ‘You know what, some peo-
ple say things like this, and I’m 10, this man is 45, but this
man is not going to measure what my potential is.’ 

And he had a very clear indication of that. 
We weren’t the best-dressed kids or the richest family or

we certainly weren’t the coolest kids in this neighborhood,
we didn’t have the fancy stuff. 

I mean we were fine, but we were still the only two
Indian kids, and you figure out a way to make it work —
how to make friends without losing yourself. 

You figure out how to work harder without being off-
putting. 

You figure out how to be better without being simply
irritating. 

And when we moved back to Michigan, those skills
became valuable.

So, this was while you were in Pennsylvania…
Yeah, it was a very good school district, just homoge-

nous.
Their mom adds: What she’s saying is true; it was very

white.
They asked mom to come talk about India, and the kids

were all like, ‘Where are the tigers?’ and she’s like, ‘These
are my gods, and this is my puja.’ 

And that was just the awkwardness of being Indian then. 
I think Raj is tremendously good-looking now, but we

were scrawny awkward kids with braces. But I think it
builds character. (Laughing) 

We were not childhood models, you know. 
It makes you able to deal with people whom other peo-

ple can’t deal with.
Right, there is some amount of hardship even though as

children of professionals, we are very privileged.
There are some things money can’t buy — money can’t

buy things like figuring out how to run birthday parties
because there’s a way to do it. 

There’s like a social expectation that even 4 year olds
have. 

(As the child of immigrants) you have to figure it out for
yourself. 

We talk about it all the time — like what are we taking
away from them by handing them everything on a silver
platter.

What is Raj like as a father?
He is a great dad (to his three kids, ages 7, 4, and 2). 
He’s very energetic; he’s very active. 

‘Raj has always had the ability
to see the big picture’

Chaya Babu meets one of
Raj Shah’s steadiest supporters, 

his sister Dr Ami Shah.
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Ami and Raj Shah. She says, “Growing up Indian, everyone wants you to
do a 7-year medical program, but he had a big picture of making an
impact beyond living in a nice house and having nice cars.”
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He’s good at being on the go. He likes
doing things and pushing the kids… 

He’s athletic, so he makes the kids go hik-
ing with him, and he ends up carrying half
of them plus all the stuff. 

His wife is like a saint putting up with
him — she’s like a city girl and she’ll totally
strap on the Patagonias and go on those
hikes.

Their father quickly adds: You can see
how much he values family and his kids
because of the way he jets in and out of the
country. 

Just yesterday he was in London and he
came back because his son had a piano
recital.

He is a modern father. He tries to do his
half; he’s read (Sheryl Sandberg’s) Lean In. 

He’s there for the recitals and the gradua-
tions — and they graduate from EVERY-
THING — from music classes and art
classes. 

And he’s there for all of it. 
He’s all over the world, but he comes

back. He has a tremendous sense of priori-
ty for that.

That’s impressive. Do they understand his
work at all?

What he does is a little abstract, so his
oldest son is beginning to understand it.
And they’ll make care packages for kids in
the places he goes to. 

They understand that he’s going to help
set up schools. That’s concrete enough for a
child. 

But development as a broader concept,
government... his oldest gets it. And he
gets that he can do cool things because his
dad works for the President, but yes some-
times that means that dad misses a recital. 

But the little ones don’t quite get it yet.
How did the community react to Raj’s

work around the time he started in public
service, coming from a background where
the Indians were all engineers and doctors?

I think the community thought Raj had
immense potential. 

But it is a level of risk to leave a career
path where there’s always the next obvious
thing to then go do something that’s a little
more ambiguous. 

And some people are more comfortable
with risk than others.

Raj has an MD and was working toward
his PhD. 

He left (and took a terminal masters) and
went to work for the Gore campaign. 

So, he never fully finished his board certi-
fication for medicine, which is a hard stop
because you can’t practice if you’re not
board certified, and he didn’t do a residen-

cy. 
Did he want to be a doctor before that?
I think he valued the background for

medicine, but wanted to do something
broader and less technical than the actual
practice of medicine.

Though their dad is more candid: No! He
didn’t want to.

So, he just stopped?
Yeah, and I think it’s scary for some peo-

ple — I mean you don’t really make money
from the Gore campaign. 

His wife worked long hours at McKinsey,
and she was the one bearing the brunt of
this risk... Gore was unpaid at first.

What was that moment like?
(Laughing) They (the parents) thought

he was going to be unemployed.
His wife was totally supportive. They

were engaged at the time, and she was kind
of like, ‘Even if this is a total bust and you’re
completely unemployable for 10 years, we
can figure this out.’

At this point, Raj’s parents defended their
reaction. 

While his dad said, “It was not a known
path to us,” his mother added, “A lot of
Indian parents would have a hard time.
Because we come here and we have learned

a way to be a secure.”
“We came with nothing and had to make

everything. And we want to give them the
best we can, and that’s the best we knew at
that time — giving them the right type of
education so they can stand on their two
feet.”

“And then he walks off from there and
selects something else. That’s mind-bog-
gling for us. But we didn’t have a choice at
that time because he was very firm.” 

“The day he sat down, I remember that
morning, he said, ‘I’m not asking for your
advice, and no opinions, this is what I’m
going to do. I want your blessing.’ 

So it was hard.
So, is that what he’s like? He lays down the

law?
He’s actually very good at making people

think something is their idea. 
But if that’s not going to work, his second

strategy is being like, ‘This is the way it’s
going to be.’

Though their dad adds, “Yes, but respect-
fully.”

Do you think there were things in your
upbringing that laid the foundation for him
to do work that has such a wide societal
impact?

As a kid, you respond more to what you
see than what you’re told. 

We grew up seeing our parents make sac-
rifices — to take care of their own parents,
to bring the extended family over, to value
taking time for their children — and you
kind of do what you see. 

I think that’s where it came from. 
So, even though they weren’t like, ‘Pack

up team, we’re going to go spend the day
cleaning out the soup kitchen,’ we still saw
mom spend the night in the hospital with
her mother-in-law who couldn’t speak
English. 

We were fortunate; we went to school in a
suburb of Detroit that had an experiential
learning center, and it was very multi-disci-
plinary, so we were able to do a little bit of
this a little of that, to do projects. 

We did go to soup kitchens, but we didn’t
just peel potatoes. 

We learned about gentrification in
Detroit and childhood hunger and met
with professors who were trying to come up
with broader solutions than just donating
canned food.

And did being from a place that has so
much need play into this?

Growing up we went back to India a few
times. 

We saw, well you can’t go to India and not
see the stark difference between rich and
poor there, right? 

And then you also grow up in this country
where you see extremely successful Indian
people, which naturally leads to the ques-
tion — any child would ask the question —
‘If Indian people are so smart and winning
all the spelling bees, why are all the people
here so poor and have broken roads and no
food?’ 

I think that’s a natural place of connec-
tion, asking those questions and being
exposed to that. 

You see that there are opportunities to
make a difference.

Their dad adds: “Raj, I always kind of
thought that he never liked to take the
straight easy path. He liked to do things in
a more challenging way.”

Yes, it sounds like it!
Yeah, but he was still clear-headed. 
When he left to change his path, he knew

the timing was right, and it wasn’t going to
wait for him. 

‘Raj has always had the ability
to see the big picture’
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Raj Shah at an American Association of Physicians of Indian Origin event. His sister believes he valued the
background for medicine, but wanted to do something broader and less technical than the actual practice
of medicine. 
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I
n his accounts to India Abroad, as at
many other forums, Dr Raj Shah has
spoken about the “very, very deep im-
pression” his first visit to a Mumbai
slum made on him. 

“These images stayed with me for a long
time,” he had said. 

“When I had the chance after college to go
to India, I worked on a development project
in South India. I learned a lot more and had
a chance to join this field of global develop-
ment and work with Bill and Melinda Gates
and now here (at USAID). “

“But my first awareness that the world
had such incredible inequities and injus-
tices was walking through that Mumbai
slum.”

Bhagandad Parikh, his uncle who was
with him then, on that life-altering experi-
ence:

We didn’t see a lot of Raj as
a child because he was
born in the US and edu-

cated there, but his mother would
keep me informed about his aca-
demic progress over the years.

The first time we met him was in
1992 when the entire family visit-
ed India. They started their trip
from Delhi and then came to
Mumbai. 

At the time I was living in Navi
Mumbai (a satellite town on the
outskirts of the city’s municipal
limits).

It didn’t take long for me to real-
ize that he wasn’t like the rest of
the children. 

What struck me most was his
thinking and analytical mind. 

He was observant, sympathetic
and respectful towards everyone
around; it impressed me a lot.

While sightseeing, I couldn’t
help noticing that he was more in-
terested in knowing about the
downtrodden, speaking with th-
em, trying to understand how they

lived.
He would chat up hawkers and ask

them how they made ends meet; he was
genuinely empathetic towards them.

One evening, I mentioned that I’d like
him to see how people lived in dire straits
in the city. 

He immediately requested me to take
him there the next day. 

It surprised me — a young boy barely
out of his teens, having lived in the US
wanting to see the slums of Mumbai.

While travelling to Vashi from Mumbai
you come across two large slum areas in
Mankhurd and Govandi (northeast
Mumbai). 

I took him to those slums where he saw
how many poor people in India lived —
with no sanitation and no hygiene.

He was terribly upset, seeing the condi-
tions of people living there. 

There too, he asked people what he’d
been asking others he’d met during the
trip earlier — how do you make ends
meet.

When we returned home, I had to
explain to him that (the people in the
slums) had come to the city from villages,
where they had even fewer opportunities. 

They came to Mumbai in
search of a better life and in the
hope of making a little more
money. But they ended up in
such places, living in misery.

I realized something in him
had changed at the time.

When he returned to India in
1996, he visited me and stayed
over. 

The next morning, he said to
me, “Mama (maternal uncle),
give me your blessings!”

He told me he wanted to do
something different. I didn’t
know what it was at the time.

I see him as a Gandhi born in
the US — a person who thinks
not just about the poor and
downtrodden in his own coun-
try, but rather about those
around the world. 

We are very proud of all that
he has achieved at such a
young age. Our blessings are
with him! 

— As told to Abhishek Mande

‘I see him as a Gandhi born in the US’
Bhagandad Parikh

recounts the trip that
changed Raj Shah

forever.

Raj Shah with uncle Bhagandad Parikh in India.
Below, Shah speaks to the children of Syrian refugees during his visit to the Za’atri refugee camp
in the Jordanian city of Mafraq, near the border with Syria in September 2012. 
Parikh says Shah is “a person who thinks not just about the poor and downtrodden in his own country, but
rather about those around the world.” 
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It’s hard to believe it was 17 years ago that Raj Shah and I
first became friends. 
I was in my senior year as an undergraduate at The

University of Pennsylvania and Raj was in his second year
there pursuing a dual degree MD/Health Economics pro-

gram. Just a few months prior, he and his future wife —
Shivam Mallick Shah — had founded the fledgling organi-
zation Indian American Political Awareness Committee.
They had begun speaking at community organizations urg-
ing the parent generation of ‘aunties and uncles’ as well as
younger people to vote and participate in civic life. My par-
ents met the duo at a community function and raved about
them to me. 

“You must meet them,” my mother urged. “You have so
much in common.”

Activism had long run in my blood as well. My parents
were well-known figures in the Philadelphia Indian com-
munity and had formed and helped lead numerous local
organizations. I had finished up a term as the president of
Penn’s South Asia Society and had become a committed
advocate of South Asian Americans having a voice in poli-
tics and media. So, when Raj and I sat down in the com-
puter lab of Wharton’s Steinberg-Dietrich hall to compare
notes an instant connection took place.

But then, Raj is the kind of person everyone immediately
likes. 

As Raj and I talked about politics and apathy, about the
pressure our generation faced to forgo their passions and
pursue only medicine or engineering, I felt like I’d known
him forever. 

After nearly two decades of friendship, however, I now
know that nearly everyone who meets Raj comes away with
the same feeling of familiarity. It has less to do with you,
and more to do with him. As my husband recently pointed
out, when you are talking to Raj — no matter the topic —
you get the feeling that he is 100 percent tuned in to you
and understands where you are coming from.

Within a few weeks, I met Shivam, and a sisterhood that
would take us through marriage, motherhood and cross-
country moves was formed. From that moment on, the
three of us were inseparable. Whether we were pulling all-
nighters in Raj’s Philly condo putting together packets and
poster board presentations, or taking our show on the road
travelling to New York, Washington DC, or Rhode Island,
we were usually found together.

Although Shivam was a financial analyst at Bear Stearns,
I was a new consultant with Accenture and Raj was toiling

away as a medical student, we spent the few extra hours at
our disposal getting IAPAC off the ground.

Soon, we had recruited others in the Philadelphia area to
join us and were a registered 501c3 organization.
Eventually, IAPAC was renamed Project IMPACT for South
Asian Americans and was the first organization to create
this kind of non-partisan voice for the community. 

Our newsgroup (this was many years before Facebook)
sent alerts and updates to nearly 1,000 individuals nation-
wide.

Project IMPACT co-founders were presenting issues the
community had not discussed before, such as media stereo-
types and ethnic intimidation. It was important, but lonely
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‘He believed in the community, when our
community did not believe in ourselves’ 

Mika Rao Kalapatapu reflects on two decades of friendship and community activism with Raj Shah

Left, the Project IMPACT executive board in 2000. Back row from left, Ahalya Nava-Majmudar, Mika Rao Kalapatapu, Shivam Mallick Shah,
Purnima Menon, Rithu Singhal Kathpalia, and Gail Dave. Seated, Raj Shah, Anuj Gupta, and Vinit Dhruva.
Above, At the LBJ Presidential History Museum this year. Back row from left, Raj, Shivam, and Mika. Center row from left, Sajan Shah, 
Jaisal Kalapatapu, and Asha Kalapatapu. First row, from left, Jaisal Shah , and Amna Shah. Mika says, “I like to call this Project IMPACT — 
the next generation!”
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work, without a distinct path or any kind of
infrastructure. Nor was there much support
from the mainstream American community
who could not comprehend the need to sepa-
rate from others — or much understanding
from the first-generation Indian community
who felt activism should be replaced by study-
ing, earning money, or getting married. 

Remember, this was the late 1990s. These
were the years before 9/11 changed the social
landscape for South Asians in this country.
This was before a young filmmaker named M
Night Shyamalan added color to Hollywood
through his groundbreaking film, The Sixth
Sense. Those were the years before Bobby
Jindal became Governor of Louisiana, Dr
Sanjay Gupta became a familiar face on CNN
and the technology industry’s boom put
Indian cities on the American map.

Raj, Shivam and I — along with the other
Project IMPACT co-founders and members —
believed the South Asian-American communi-
ty could play a greater role in mainstream
social and political American life, but it would
take courage and action.

We dreamed of a time when people would
ask us where we are from and we could
respond with ‘Philadelphia’ or ‘Detroit’ with-
out getting a quizzical look followed by, ‘No, I
mean, where are you really from? Originally?’

The organization grew to include chapters in
seven cities and hundreds of volunteer mem-
bers who participated while working full-time
jobs or studying. 

In 1997, we formed The Creating a Voice
Awards to bring to light the South Asian
Americans who were making a difference —
locally or nationally. 

Our early honorees had run for school board
in their neighborhoods or created the first
South Asian Bone Marrow registry. Each year,
we honored a different group of carefully
selected individuals. Some were well known in
their field, while others were unsung heroes.
Many went on to become household names
within a few short years. All were our heroes
and role models. A reminder to ourselves of all
that was possible. So, it is not only a little iron-
ic that today, Rajiv Shah would have certainly
been one of the individuals we would honor if
the Creating a Voice Awards still existed.

Raj, Shivam and I often reminisce about those
early days of community service, and I know Raj
feels that forming and running Project IMPACT
was a defining moment for him as it strength-
ened his resolve to pursue the path less taken.

From medical school, he went on to work for
the Gore campaign, which led to an opportuni-
ty to join The Gates Foundation. 

The rest, as they say, is history.
I should also say that during this time, Shivam

completed her MBA from the Harvard Business
School, the two got married and Shivam became
a leader in the field of education innovation and
reform.

I have watched this couple over years as they
support each other’s goals and nurture each
other’s dreams. Shivam’s encouragement of Raj,
and willingness to sacrifice, has made all the dif-
ference.

Nowadays, Raj, Shivam and I don’t have
always have time together to discuss stereotypes
or why more South Asian-Americans didn’t vote
in the last election. We are busy with our careers
and combined five children (their three, and my
husband and I have two). 

But Shivam and I still speak nearly every day
over the phone, and we try to meet as families as
often as possible. 

On a recent visit, Raj took a look outside my
home in suburban Houston and noticed a lake.
After a quick debrief with my children (our
daughter Asha is their godchild and our son
Jaisal thinks Raj hung the moon), he ordered a
kayak online for us. I yelled at him. I told him
he was nuts.

“You know me, Raj!” I said, “I am not going to
use a kayak!”

Well, that’s why I’m getting it for you, was his
response.

Yes, that’s Raj in a nutshell. He pushes you
and believes in you — often more than you
believe in yourself. Just like he always pushed
for and believed in the South Asian-American
community, even during those years when our
community did not believe in ourselves. 

Mika Rao Kalapatapu lives in the Houston
area with her husband and two children. She se-
rves as director, public relations and communi-
cations, K+S Consulting and owner of Rao Com-
munications. She remains active in South Asian-
American community affairs and serves on the
Advisory Board of Directors for the Houston-
based Indian Cancer Awareness Network. 

‘He believed in the community, when our
community did not believe in ourselves’ 
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Raj Shah with wife Shivam at the Indiaspora event
PARESH GANDHI
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I
know it’s been a long wait to have a new Administrator
named, and it took even longer to get him confirmed
and sworn in, but it has been worth the wait, because
in Dr Raj Shah, we have a passionate, visionary, expe-
rienced development expert at the helm. 

I am so thrilled that he will provide the leadership that is
needed today as we not only work in partnership on so many
of the issues that we care deeply about, but that we continue
to elevate the role of development in our foreign policy.

Yesterday, I was privileged to give a speech that I had been
waiting to give until we had an Administrator — so I was
especially pleased that that day came — in which we outlined
our new approach to development, our commitment to
rebuilding AID as the premier development agency in the
world, bar none. 

When I finished my speech, someone came up and whis-
pered to me, “Does Raj know what he’s getting into – how
much work he has ahead of him?” 

I said, oh, he totally gets it, and he is more than ready.
There is no doubt that we are going to be taking on an

enormous agenda. But we don’t have a choice. 
We’re working on major initiatives on food security and

global health, we’re pursuing new ways and making a greater
commitment to women and girls, we’re expanding partner-
ships not only with governments and multilateral institu-
tions, but with the private sector, the NGOs and civil society
and the faith community....

It takes an exceptional person to walk into this with his
eyes wide open and to embrace the multitude of challenges
that we face. 

Someone who understands the mission of USAID, who
understands the courage and commitment of the men and
women who we ask to spend long hours, often away from
family and home in difficult places serving our country. 

It takes a leader who knows that our AID workers make
these sacrifices because you too believe in the power of devel-
opment to improve lives and advance America’s goals and
values around the world.

I believe Dr Raj Shah will be the transformational leader
that USAID has been waiting for. 

One only needs to ask his wife Shivam the lengths to which
Raj will go to achieve important goals. 

After all, this is a man who flew to India for one day to pro-
pose to her at the Taj Mahal when she was traveling there
alone. 

This is also a man who summated the 14,400-foot Mount
Rainier, one of the most difficult climbs in the continental
United States. And it combines the challenges of an unfor-
giving glacier with the unpredictability of an active volcano. 

That may be the best preparation Raj has for working in
Washington these days.

So, he brings determination and an unwavering belief that
anything is possible. 

Yet he also brings the humility and quiet confidence
instilled by his family. He also carries with him the enduring
images of his first trip to India as a boy with his parents, both
immigrants from that country, where he saw that nation’s
rich history and diversity, but also saw human suffering on a
scale that inspired him to action then and continues to
inspire him now.

He brings a wealth of experiences — a degree in medicine,
a degree in business, his tenure at the Gates Foundation, at
USDA. He did groundbreaking work in each place along the
way, helping to transform the global system of vaccine
financing. 

And he has the support of those who have worked with him
along the way. I received a 10-page, single-spaced, typed list
of people who were willing to go to bat for Raj in the Senate
with respect to confirmation — names of giants in the field of
not only development, but diplomacy, public service, the pri-
vate sector, the foundation world, here at home and interna-
tionally as well.

So it is with great gratitude, delight, and relief that I wel-

come you officially, Raj, to this new job. 

— Then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton before
swearing in Raj Shah as USAID Administrator in 2010

When President Obama selected Raj Shah to be the leader
of this organization, I knew instantly he’d picked somebody
who understood this mission, who understood we also need
to change a little bit, that we need to understand that we have
to account clearly to our citizens in a time of tough budgets
for all of the dollars we’re spending in a very transparent and
thorough way. 

We want to do that. But it also requires us to think cre-
atively, sometimes out of the box, about how we may be able
to deliver some of this in 21st century terms in ways that
augment, multiply, when we don’t have the same amount of

Praise for Raj Shah has been unanimous 
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Then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton with Raj Shah, left, and Ambassador to Haiti Kenneth Merten, center,
in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, in January 2010. 

REUTERS/HANS DERYK 
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USAID has been waiting for’



I
was Raj’s debate coach at the Wylie E Groves High School from
1989 to 1991. I also taught Rajiv in a social studies college
preparatory elective called Major Court Cases in United States
History. I have followed his meteoric rise in the worlds of pub-
lic health, agricultural research and development and national

service with both pride and pleasure.
As an interscholastic policy debater in high school, Rajiv excelled in

his research, organizational, writing, analytical, and communication
skills. He was an innovative, brilliant thinker, who could effectively
strategize about major policy issues and arguments on the interna-
tional and national levels. 

Most importantly, he possessed the innate ability to adapt his per-
suasive skills to a wide variety of audiences and judges, no matter what
their preferences were in debate styles. 

This was a major factor in causing him to win the Detroit Free Press
John S Knight Debate Scholarship Contest, the first Groves debater to
do so. 

He also reached the quarterfinals of the state varsity finals and the
quarterfinals of the National Catholic Forensic League’s Grand
Tournament at Columbia University in New York City.

Rajiv was an excellent undergraduate student at the University of
Michigan, later earning advanced degrees in business and public
health from the University of Pennsylvania and its famed Wharton
School. 

I was honored to be invited to his wedding and a local celebration of
his forthcoming nuptials in the Detroit area. 

I followed his career with great interest, as a health policy advisor to
Vice President Al Gore, research director for the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation, deputy agriculture secretary and, finally, adminis-
trator of the US Agency for International Development. I delight in
receiving the AID’s periodic newsletters, with his well written, incisive
columns in each issues.

Several years ago, I nominated Raj as the Groves Honors Alumnus
at the school’s annual senior seminar. He was ultimately chosen for
this honor, though a few days before his speech, an international crisis
(the Haitian earthquake) called him abroad to supervise the delivery
of emergency relief. He still gave his presentation via a video; it was
very well received by Groves students, teachers and school district
administrators.

I am always happy to receive a holiday greeting from Rajiv and his
wonderful family-his wife and kids. I have also enjoyed seeing him
when he returns to the Detroit area. He is an extremely worthy recip-
ient of this recognition from India Abroad for his academic and
humanitarian achievements. 

John Lawson was social studies department chair, Wylie E Groves HS
(1988-2012); co-director of debate and assistant forensic coach (1988-
present), Groves HS; vice chair of the board, Detroit Urban Debate
League (2009-present).

resources we’ve had previously, but multiply the
efforts in their return on that investment by creating
greater investment opportunities, more jobs, build-
ing the economies. 

I think there are a lot of things that we can think
about creatively together to help make that happen,
and I’m convinced Raj Shah understands that, and
I’m looking forward to working with him over these
next years to help make that happen. We’re going to
get this job done.

— Secretary of State John Kerry
at the USAID headquarters

During the past half century, USAID has served
our nation exceedingly well.

For many years in many places, your agency has
been the face of America, and a superb ambassador
for the United States.

Your energy and expertise have played an indis-
pensable role in reducing infant mortality, lengthen-
ing life spans, fighting hunger, curbing disease,
teaching sustainable agricultural practices, and
responding to humanitarian disaster.

Given this record, you could have become compla-
cent, but instead you have challenged yourselves to
do even more — a summons echoed by our President
and Secretary of State.

— Former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright at
the USAID Development

Forum in 2012

The selection of Dr Rajiv Shah as the next admin-
istrator of the United States Agency for International
Development demonstrates a commitment to pro-
viding strong, evidence-based, effective US foreign
assistance.

We have worked closely with Raj for several years
and know he will bring the same commitment, intel-
ligence and visionary management style to USAID.

Raj was an important part of the foundation’s lead-
ership and played a key role in our efforts on global
health and agricultural development.

In global health, he worked to promote the devel-
opment and distribution of vaccines, which are the
most cost-effective public health investments we can
make.

He also helped develop and implement a strategy
aimed at breaking the cycle of hunger and poverty by
providing small farmers in the developing world with
the tools and opportunities to boost productivity, and
build better lives for themselves and their families.

We are confident that he will bring the same rigor,
innovation and belief in the transformative power of
foreign assistance and sustainable development to
USAID, and we look forward to working with him. 

— Bill and Melinda Gates

Secretary of State John Kerry addresses USAID employees in February. 
COURTESY: STATE DEPARTMENT 

‘The transformational leader that
USAID has been waiting for’

‘An innovative,
brilliant thinker’

John Lawson remembers
a star student
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For his 
remarkable 
philanthropy;
for being an
accomplished
entrepreneur
and for giving
back so
generously to
the country of
his birth, and
indeed the
world.

FROM THE
EDITORS

H
ackneyed as the cliché ‘only-in-America’
may be, billionaire entrepreneur and phil-
anthropist Dr Romesh Tekchand Wadhw-
ani is a quintessential and tangible mani-
festation of this oft-used phrase in all of its
facets.

That a Karachi-born child — who was one of those
Midnight’s Children, born in 1947 at the cusp of Partition
— who barely escaped with his parents the brutality that
led to the birth of Pakistan, and came to the United States
as a student at age 22 could achieve the success that he has,
is yet another one of the fascinating compendium of immi-
grant stories that this country can take justifiable pride in.

As Wadhwani says, his father Tekchand — who later
became a banker at the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking
Corporation, first in Delhi and then in Mumbai — and
mother Shanta, a homemaker, “were absolutely products
of Partition. We moved to India from Karachi in the midst
of Partition. In fact, almost 80 percent of the group that
they were in was slaughtered during the atrocities. We
happened to be the lucky few, and I was just a few days
old.”

Wadhwani is not one who forgets — not his beginning,
not what India did for him and certainly not what the US
gave him.

‘The US has been the country which has given me the
opportunity and the privilege to have achieved three suc-

The
Heart of
a Tycoon

Billionaire entrepreneur
and philanthropist 

Dr Romesh Wadhwani, 
winner of the 

India Abroad Award for Lifetime
Achievement 2012, bares his soul
as he has never done before in a
conversation with Aziz Haniffa.
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Dr Romesh Tekchand Wadhwani is a tangible manifestation of the oft-used phrase 
‘only-in-America’ in all of its facets.
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cessful companies, two in Pittsburgh, one in Silicon Valley.
Today, I run a large group of companies, about 14 companies,
doing around $3 billion a year,’ he said while launching the
Wadhwani Chair for US-India Policy Studies at the Center
for Strategic and International Studies — a leading
Washington, DC think tank – in 2011.

In a wide-ranging interview with India Abroad, Wadhwani
bares his soul as he has never done before on his early years,
his marriage, his entrepreneurial success, his philanthropy,
including his commitment to the Bill Gates-Warren Buffet
Giving Pledge, and the issues of the day.

After you received your master’s degree and PhD from
Carnegie Mellon till you founded Aspect in 1991, what did you
do in the interim?

I came to the US in 1969, I got my master’s in 1970, I got
my PhD in 1972, and straight out of Carnegie I started my
first company, CompuGuard Corporation… (It) had nothing
to do with my PhD; (it had to do with) computer systems for
energy management in buildings. 

It grew to about $10 million in revenue and then was
acquired by a large European company. 

I stayed for a year and then left to run a company called
American Robot, which had been started by the Rockefeller
family. 

I bought a major interest in the company, became the CEO,
built it up over a 10-year period and then sold American
Robot as well. 

American Robot was a very, very, very difficult journey
because robotics were supposed to be the fastest-growing
industry all over the world, but it never actually worked out
that way. 

The Japanese were then dumping robots into the US, so
the economics and the business
model of the robotics industry
were absolutely terrible. 

These were 10 very difficult
years and the performance of the
company mediocre. 

We were doing better than
almost every other US company
in robotics, but that wasn’t a high
bar because everyone else was
doing very badly. 

I was able to transform the com-
pany from robotics to computer
integrated manufacturing soft-
ware, that allowed us to build a
company of around $40
million in revenue. 

We then sold it in two or three
different parts because there was-
n’t single buyer for the whole
company. 

At that stage I had been in
Pittsburgh for about 20 years, I
was on a number of boards in
Pittsburgh; it was very comfort-
able, but I could see that the big
winners in technology were not in

Pittsburgh they were in Silicon Valley. So, I
had a sort of… 

Epiphany?
Epiphany, thank you, that’s exactly the

word I was looking for. 
I decided that if I wanted to compete

with the best of the best, there was only one
place to do it — Silicon Valley. 
So, I started Aspect Development in

Silicon Valley.
Did you start Aspect from scratch?
Started from scratch. 
Our family moved there in early 1991 and

over a roughly 10 year period I built a com-
pany that was truly a great company, grow-
ing 60 percent a year, doing 25 percent
operating margins. 

The valuations in 1999-2000 were incred-
ibly high because it was the time of the
Internet bubble. So, when i2 Technoloigies
called up and made an offer to buy us at
$235 a share, it took me only about 48
hours to say yes. 

Aspect went public in 1996. I ran a public
company for several years, and we had a
perfect public record of exceeding every

quarter’s expectations till Q1 of ’99.
In Q1 ’99 we missed the quarter because it was a very

volatile time. 
Our stock price went from $60 a share to $6 a share. 
Everyone had been trying to recruit our managers and our

key employees because it was a very crazy time in Silicon
Valley, but I was able to retain all of our managers and all of
our key employees. 

The morning after we had to announce that we had missed
the quarter I gave them a talk about our recovery strategy
and all the things we are going to change in a three-year peri-
od with the hope that as all these things happened we would
be able to grow from a $6 price back to a $100 stock price. 

As it turned out, we were able to achieve everything we
wanted to achieve in three years in less than a year. 

We accelerated new product development, innovated a
whole bunch of new solutions, restructured the company,
brought in some great new leadership, and the end result was
that our stock price started at $6, went to $15, went to $30,
went to $100, went to $200 — all in 9 months.

At that point is when i2 called up and said we don’t know
what kind of magic steroids you’ve put the company on… and
that led to the offer to us.

And you stuck it there for a while?
I was there for about a year. 
I had thought that going into the merger I’d be a vice

chairman, which means I would be a person with very little
responsibility. 

I just wanted a year or so in which to work at a normal
pace, not my 80-90 hour a week pace, which I have done for
all my life. 

As it turned out, shortly after the merger, stock prices start-
ed to come down, the country began to go into recession. 

i2 was hit by the recession as much as any other company.
So, the board asked me to help out with the transformation
of i2. 

I spent about 18 months on the board and as vice chairman,
helping in the transformation and restructuring and reposi-
tioning of i2. 

After that, I really wanted to go build a company with my
DNA, with my set of values. 

But I didn’t want to do a single-company start-up again
because I had done it three times, and I felt I wouldn’t be able
to learn very much doing a fourth start-up. 

I am very passionate about continuing to learn in every-
thing I am doing because if I am not learning I get bored.

It’s not about the money for me; it’s about building great
companies; its about learning as we build a great company.

You’ve got to have that adrenalin pumping…
Yes, and I love working 80-90 hours a week. 
I love waking up every morning with all cylinders fully
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Romesh Wadhwani came to the US in 1969. He started his first 
company immediately after he earned his PhD. 
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engaged, but I didn’t want to do it for just one
company at a time. 

I started Symphony Technology Group, with the
idea that I would build a group of companies
focused on software and technology-enabled serv-
ices. 

That some of these companies would be acqu-
isitions and some of these companies would be
start-ups, but in every company we would try and
put the company on a path to becoming a great
company in the technology space. 

Our definition — at least my definition — of
greatness, is a company that does four things —
the first is that it is continuously increasing the
value it delivers to customers; the second is that it
can attract and retain the best talent in its sector;
the third is that it is achieving organic growth
through innovation… and the fourth is that it is
the highest-performing company in its sector
whether you measure it by revenue growth rate, by
innovation, by profit margins, by the lowest levels
of attrition or by the value delivery to the clients. 

On any of these metrics I feel each of our com-
panies has to be the best in class for that particu-
lar sector. 

And that’s the foundation of the Symphony
Technology Group.

How many companies are there in the group?
Today, we have 12 companies in the group; col-

lectively the companies will do over $2.5 billion in
revenue — keep in mind that 10 years ago it was
zero, so we have come a long way. 

We have 16,000 employees, and by the end of this year, we
expect to have about $3 billion revenue, probably 17,000 to
18,000 employees. 

Our employees are all over the world, we have companies
with headquarters in the US, with headquarters in Europe. 

We now have one company with headquarters in India
(Bengaluru).

Of our 16,000 employees, they are roughly something like
35 to 40 percent in the US, about 25 percent in Europe. 

We have something like 6,000, 7,000 employees in India. 
Across our different companies, we have almost a thousand

employees in China. 
We have 600 employees in Russia. 
All of us at the Symphony Technology Group think global-

ly, because that’s the measure of the world we are in.
So, you are still working pretty hard?
My conclusion is that I have defective DNA and when you

have defective DNA it can’t be changed, so you just have to
accept it and move forward. 

I love what I do, and yes I do travel a lot; it’s less than
before, but my working hours haven’t changed. 

I still work 80 hours a week; in the old days it would be 80
hours a week applied to one company, now it’s 80 hours a
week applied across 12. 

I am actively engaged with all 12 of our companies. 
Each of our companies has a CEO, a full leadership team. 
I am probably the executive chairman on maybe half of

them, but I am actively engaged in the other six as well even

if I am not chairman — either with their transformation
plans, their innovation plans, or helping them build out their
leadership team and their talent or all three. 

Are the majority of them still technology companies, even
the new acquisition in Bethesda, Maryland?

They are all either software or technology-enabled services.
(The new acquisition) is technology-enabled services for

the health-care industry globally.
Was starting a company immediately after your PhD the

way to go for those who did their doctorate at Carneg-
ie Mellon? 

Or was it just your DNA?
It was just my DNA.
I must say I made a lot of mistakes in my first company. 
If I had the experience of working in another entrepre-

neurial company — not a GE, not a Westinghouse — but in a
more entrepreneurial company; if I had the opportunity to
see what worked and what didn’t work, I would have been a
better first-time CEO. 

I think it’s fair to say that I have evolved as a CEO and now
as a chairman through the lessons learnt in each company. 

So, would I advise everyone to start a company after a
Phd? Absolutely not! 

But if you have entrepreneurial DNA, if you have done your
homework and tried to learn about the opportunities and the
pitfalls of being a first-time CEO of a start-up, then its okay. 

You have to be prepared to make more mistakes than some
experienced person would. And (there will be) lots of scars on
your back in your first company, but they get less in your sec-

ond company. 
By the time I started the Symphony Technology

Group, I felt like I had a very good grasp of not just
the overall role and responsibility of a CEO or a
general manager, but I’d gotten to become pretty
adept in all the key functions of corporations. 

My love and passion is for innovation, technolo-
gy development and marketing and sales. 

I can hold my own in finance. I can hold my own
in operations. I can hold my own in professional
services. But those are not the areas of passion for
me. 

Having that breadth is very helpful, not just to
be a CEO of a company, but, particularly in my
case, where I am essentially responsible for a
group of 12 companies, and on any given day each
company has opportunities, some companies may
have challenges. 

The experience I have gained over the last 40
years allows me to very quickly diagnose prob-
lems, very quickly give advice on how to go about
fixing things, very quickly spot an opportunity that
the leadership team of the company may not have
spotted, very quickly work with them to identify
opportunities for innovation, new markets and
new talent. 

But this is all the result of having worked for 40
years. 

I guess in the end there is absolutely no substi-
tute for experience, so long as you keep learning and so long
as you keep doing different things. 

There is an old story, which is when you have 40 years of
experience, do you have one year’s of experience repeated 40
times, or do you truly have 40 years of diverse experience that
you can apply. 

I’d like to think I have more of the latter.
Last September, you committed yourself to the Bill Gates-

Warren Buffet’s Giving Pledge. What was your motivation for
this and what is your vision, vis-à-vis your contribution?

About 10 years ago, well before the Symphony Technology
Group had begun to make the kind of progress that it has
made, I had decided to give away most of my wealth. 

I didn’t know what the amount would be because obvious-
ly my work is still a journey in progress, even though it has
been 40 years, but, god willing, the work is not yet done. 

I just felt that all of us have been very privileged. I also felt
that most people who grow up in India and become very suc-
cessful in business in India are not particularly focused on
philanthropy… 

I had a desire to be different. 
I had a desire to want to give most of my wealth away, so I

started doing that 10 years ago. 
I started the Wadhwani Foundation. 
About a year ago, Bill Gates invited me for dinner, and he

didn’t make a case one way or the other for Giving Pledge,
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Romesh Wadhwani, center, with National Entrepreneurship Network students in 2008. 
The Wadhwani Foundation initiative is educating more than half-a-million students each year. The
initiative measures its ultimate success by counting companies and jobs created each year. 
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which is the commitment to give more than 50 percent of
your wealth away.

He just shared his experience and others who were at
that dinner also shared their experience. 

To me, it felt like I wasn’t going to be doing anything
different from what I was doing anyway. 

I am giving away 80 percent, but Giving Pledge is only
50 percent, and so, I am actually doing more than what
Giving Pledge requires. 

Secondly, I felt that in this broad and diverse group of
very successful entrepreneurs, company builders who
are all philanthropists, all whom have made a commit-
ment to give more than 50 percent of their wealth away,
there might be something there to be learnt from them
that would help me make the Wadhwani Foundation a
better and stronger foundation. 

I like to learn — whether it’s learning about business or
learning about philanthropy. They are both very impor-
tant areas of learning for me. 

I felt by joining Giving Pledge it would be a great
opportunity to learn what others are doing and from that
seeing if there are any lessons that would apply. 

How did the Gates meeting come about? Did you know each
other?

We did not know each other before that. He called up one
day… Pretty much out of the blue and said, you know I hear
about the stuff that the Wadhwani Foundation has been
doing and hear about what your business career has been like
and can you join me for dinner, and would love to talk about
and share ideas about philanthropy. 

He explicitly made it clear that this was not about trying to
convert me to joining Giving Pledge. Obviously, I knew it
would come up in the conversation because he is so passion-
ate about it… 

I felt it would be a great opportunity to share experiences…
he flew down specially to Palo Alto to have this meeting.

And who were the others there?
Tom Steyer, who runs Farallon Capital; John Doerr from

Kleiner Perkins; Ram Shriram… 
There were a couple of other very, very, successful entre-

preneurs of Silicon Valley there. 
Most of them were already members of Giving Pledge; I

may have been among the one or two who weren’t.
Last year, your wife and you inaugurated a research center

at the National Center for Biological Sciences in Bengaluru. 
The Shanta Wadhwani Center, named after your mother, is

the first example of major unconditional support from a pri-
vate foundation to that campus. 

What motivated you in this particular regard?
You will have to start with the mission of the Wadhwani

Foundation to understand why we did that. 
Our mission is to accelerate economic development in

emerging economies and to create millions of jobs through
this accelerated economic development. 

The question then becomes: How do you go about doing
that? 

Some philanthropists like Bill Gates focus on primary edu-
cation and health-care, others focus on the arts, others focus
on other things. 

I’ve had the passion for wanting to help create jobs because

I know how bad the situation is in India. 
It turns out that, at a very different scale, there are oppor-

tunities in the US also to create jobs given the nature of the
economy here. 

So, then the question was what are the initiatives that have
large-scale impact in which the work of the foundation is an
additive to and different from what the government is
already trying to do, what other foundations are trying to do,
where we can measure outcomes and measure our success. 

I don’t believe in simply having a lot of people working real-
ly hard and then not being held accountable for how many
beneficiaries did we actually help. 

I think of the beneficiaries of any of the initiatives of our
foundation as customers. 

I feel that even though we might be trying to help them,
they are customers nonetheless and in the end, we can only
measure our success through their success. 

If they don’t succeed, then we have not succeeded either. 
In this context we came up with four major initiatives —

the first was an initiative to accelerate entrepreneurship in
India, which we call ‘The National Entrepreneurship
Network.’ 

The second was an initiative to train and place disabled
people in jobs in India because India has such a huge prob-
lem with disabled people and very few people are willing to
help them. 

So, we created the ‘Opportunities Network For The
Disabled.’ 

The third big initiative was the skills development initia-
tive; we are building the ‘Skills Development Network’ to
help create a new system of community colleges in India, to
provide vocational training and career education — initially
at the level of tens of thousands a year, then at the level of
hundreds of thousands a year and then at the level of millions
a year. 

The fourth initiative was something we call ‘Research and
Innovation Network.’ 

India does little or no world-class research in any field. 

You take the IT domain — you have all these giant IT
outsourcing services companies, they are all growing fast,
they all have high levels of profitability, but none of them
is putting any meaningful amount of money into innova-
tion, into the development of intellectual property, tangi-
ble intellectual property as compared to simply the
knowledge that’s in the head of the software engineers
who do the outsourcing work. 

My feeling was that no country can be a really great
country unless it also does world-class research, unless it
produces world class intellectual property. 

I picked one field, which is biosciences and biotechnology. 
In India there is no new molecule development, no new

drug development. 
India is terrific at generics, but generics is not about creat-

ing anything new, its about copying what’s been done before,
having reasonably good manufacturing practices, selling it at
a low price. 

Well that’s great, but again, if all you do is copy and you
don’t create any new intellectual property, India cannot in
the long run be a great country. 

So, I thought one of the ways in which we could both
address the national need to innovate and to create, through
innovation, jobs that would support the mission of our foun-
dation was we should initially support two research centers. 

We funded the Shanta Wadhwani Research Center last
year, then we funded the Wadhwani Research Center in
Biosciences and Biotechnology at IIT-Bombay. 

Have you also funded other programs at IIT-Bombay?
I have, of course. 
That’s my alma mater, so many years ago I funded the

Wadhwani Electronics Laboratory. 
I also funded a number of entrepreneurship activities.
Anything at your US alma mater?
I just made a commitment. 
The president of Carnegie Mellon University, Jerry Cohen,

was kind enough to meet me half-a-dozen times. 
He never actually asked for support, but we kept talking

about possibilities of things that our foundation could do
with Carnegie Mellon, particularly in the area of leadership
and innovation. 

Jerry retires in June, so I just felt I had to make my com-
mitment before he retires. 

We are working out the details, but it’s a pretty significant
commitment.
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From left, Bill and Melinda Gates and Warren Buffett. 
Though Romesh Wadhwani has signed up for The Giving Pledge
started by Gates and Buffet, he says, ‘I wasn’t going to be doing
anything different from what I was doing anyway. I am giving away
80 percent, but Giving Pledge is only 50 percent. I am actually 
doing more than what Giving Pledge requires.’ 
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It’s now two years since you established the Wadhwani
Chair at CSIS. 

How did it come about it? 
How satisfied are you with its progress in

shaping policy?
I joined the board of CSIS right about the

time I was funding the chair because I felt that
CSIS was being very gracious. 

I had decided to fund the chair, so the only
question was which policy think tank in
Washington, DC to work with. 

The reason I wanted to fund the chair on
both sides, Washington, DC and Delhi, was I
felt that the policy agenda between the US and
India was not consistent. 

The policy agenda between the US and
Israel is very consistent, it’s independent of
who the President in the US is; it’s independ-
ent of who the prime minister is in Israel. 

The US-India policy agenda goes up and
down depending on who the President is, who
the Indian prime minister is, who is the head
of the National Security Council, who is the
foreign secretary, who is the cabinet secretary
— too much variability. 

You cannot build a great geopolitical strate-
gic partnership for 50 years if everything is
going to change every two years or four years. 

I know that no foundation and no chair can
take the place of true spirit and friendship
between two countries, two people and two
governments. 

However, you can be a facilitator of dialogue, you can be a
facilitator for creating a long-term strategic agenda, and you
can try and create an agenda that both countries can agree
upon with minimal controversy, because (then) there is much
higher probability that the agenda will be put into action… 

I wanted to try and create a mechanism for a long-term
strategic framework that could be carried out, regardless of
party, regardless of individual. 

I thought the best way to carry it out would be to take a
major policy think tank in the US and a counterpart policy
think tank in India, fund the chair in each. 

Two years ago, there was no chair in India for US-India
policy; even today this is the only chair in US-India policy. 

I felt there would be several phases to the building out of
this policy program. 

The first would be establishing credibility; policy makers
aren’t going to trust you on day one because they don’t know
what your motivations are. 

They have to see you actually do something for a few years
for them to build trust. 

When they build trust, they are willing to participate in the
making of policy and the actioning of policy. 

Over the last two years, I would say the biggest area of focus
has been on communicating the mission and on building
credibility and on starting to do policy white papers. 

The chair did a major white paper on defense trade; they
recently did a joint white paper policy with the India Chair,
the Wadhwani Chair in ICRIER around a bilateral invest-

ment treaty. 
I would say we have begun extremely well. 
However, what we have not done, and that’s the next phase

of the journey, is to create a basic strategic policy framework
to establish support for it, both within the US government
and the Indian government, and then to pick two or three key
initiatives from that overall policy framework and work on
actioning them over the next few years. 

That’s the stage we are in right now. 
The good news is that over the last two years we have been

able to build support from the Senate India Caucus, the
House India Caucus, and all the major departments of the
US government. 

Similarly, the India Chair is building support from the
important departments of the Indian government, so it’s a
work in progress. 

Will anything significant and high impact come from it? I
don’t know, but I would say that the early signs of it are very
encouraging. 

We have achieved a lot in the last two years. Today, if you
want to go a policy think tank to talk about US-India policy,
you only go to CSIS. 

Every minister who comes from India wants to go to CSIS
and talk to the team there, invite a group of people there. 

When the Secretary of Defense or the Secretary of State
wants to talk about or to test out new ideas they go to CSIS.
Three years ago, they would not have done that.

Why CSIS and not some other think tank? 
There were three very simple reasons. 

The first is that CSIS is a truly bipartisan
institute. 

I don’t want us to be in bed with one party,
one camp, one president, one prime minister. 

The second is the board of trustees — Henry
Kissinger, Zbigniew Brezinski, Sam Nunn,
William Cohen — the great Democrats, great
Republicans. 

In our board meetings they all talk collegially
with each other, they share great ideas with
each other. 

The quality of the board was very impressive
and even though it had Republicans and
Democrats, or particularly because it had
Republicans and Democrats working together
in a bipartisan way. 

The third is John Hamre (CSIS president). He
was very, very passionate about it, and in our
conversations he made it very clear that this
was so important to CSIS because it has a
Japan Program, a Korea Program, a China
Program, but it does not have an India
Program. 

He felt this would be a very strong part of the
CSIS Foundation and that kind of passion and commitment
from the president of the policy think tank meant a lot.

So, it seems like the stars aligned. 
Here you are thinking of setting up a chair and at the same

time these think tanks were trying to solicit people like you?
No, it was entirely initiated by me. 
I wanted to set up a chair in US-India policy in a major

think tank, and I wanted to do it on both sides of the ocean
because I felt that you can’t clap with one hand. 

If you’re going to do it in Washington, DC, we have to do it
in Delhi as well. 

We are the ones who initiated conversations with CSIS and
Brookings and other institutes in DC. Similarly, in India, we
talked to ICRIER and two or three other policy think tanks
and in the end we picked these two partners. 

But we were very much the initiators and drivers of the
conversations, reflecting a vision and a belief that I have.

When you left India did you ever think you would be what
you are today?

Not in my wildest dreams.
What was your ultimate dream?
It wasn’t even completely clear. But I kind of had a sense

that I wanted to be an entrepreneur. 
I kind of had a sense that I wanted to do well as an entre-

preneur, but beyond that you know if you would have asked
me in those days, being a CEO of a million-dollar company
would have been my lifetime ambition.

That would have been the extent… I could not dream
beyond that. 
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Romesh Wadhwani at the opening of the Wadhwani
Research Center for Biosciences and Bioengineering at
his alma mater, IIT-Bombay, last year. 
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T
here are very few Indians — whether in India, the
United States, or elsewhere in the world — who
have donated as much of their wealth for good
causes as Romesh Wadhwani has.

It is an area of his life that he considers deeply personal. 
Dr Wadhwani opens up about why in

his hands philanthropy emerges as a tool
of humanitarian and educational
change, not influence policy.  

Should philanthropy be a vehicle of for-
eign policy?

I don’t think so. 
Philanthropy is a very personal subject. 
Each person needs to look within

themselves and talk to their conscience
and decide. 

All philanthropy is good. 
My definition of philanthropy is not

about helping your family or helping
your immediate community, it’s about
helping communities you do not know,
people you do not know, perhaps even
communities you do not trust because of
history or ethnicity or whatever the
background might have been. 

If you can get over those barriers and
help people like that, then I would say
you are a true philanthropist. 

I feel that everyone and anyone can be
a philanthropist, but those of us who
have been particularly privileged — part-
ly because of our education in India at
IIT-Bombay or any other IIT, partly
because of our education in the US, partly because we live
in Silicon Valley, partly because of other factors — if we
have had the opportunity to be more successful than aver-
age, then we have an obligation to give more to philanthro-
py than average. 

That has always been a personal philosophy and a philos-
ophy that I hope other successful entrepreneurs, business-
men, will follow.

But I don’t believe that this is a government-mandated
thing or a policy-mandated thing. 

I think it’s a very individual thing, I think it is important
for there to be role models. 

Bill Gates is a great role model; Warren Buffet is a great
role model; they are giving away virtually all their wealth to
philanthropy. 

All of us can learn from great philanthropists like them,
but having said that, each of us needs to have a conversa-
tion with our conscience as to how far we should go.

So, you don’t subscribe to the likes of George Soros and
the Open Society Foundation?

I do not. 
Because I feel that is mandating philanthropy, and I

think there are two negatives in that. 
I don’t believe people who want to be great philanthro-

pists should have to be told — and I think they will resent
being told — and the second is when you have foundations
like that depending on how they choose to allocate their
funds, there can be room for controversy. 

The last thing you want when you are being a philan-
thropist is to be in a controversial position; after all, you are
helping other people, and you want to feel good about what
you are doing. 

You don’t want to feel attacked about what you are doing. 
So, it’s much better to do the kind of philanthropy that is

completely non-controversial.
You believe philanthropy should stress on humanitarian,

educational, objectives rather than political ones.
Exactly. 
First of all, let me say that each philanthropist is free to

do whatever they want to do. 
My personal philosophy is about helping people. 

You can help people in different ways. 
You can help people in relief after there

is an earthquake; you can help people
whose kids are going through primary
education; you can help people who are
in the last stages of their life in hospitals;
and you can help people get prepared to
get jobs that are high quality and sus-
tainable. 

I’ve chosen that particular mission. 
While we absolutely give contributions

to relief efforts, it is not a focus of our
foundation… 

Our foundation is focused single mind-
edly on accelerating economic develop-
ment and creating millions of jobs. 

We have been at it for 10 years; we have
made a lot of progress, but we have at
least another 10 years to go before I feel
we will have created or impacted enough
— hundreds of thousands or millions of
jobs — that I can really feel good about
the impact.

How can you ignore politics, some may
argue, while working for the good of
mankind?

You have to separate them. 
I am not saying you have to ignore pol-

itics. But my personal belief is that our
foundation will have absolutely no role in politics. 

Now, beyond the foundation, you are entitled to vote for
whoever you wanted to vote for, you are entitled to support
any particular political party or a political group in the US
or in India. 

It turns out that my wife and I are both centrists. We’ve
voted for Republicans and we voted for Democrats. 

In the end, we vote for an individual and the individual
who we believe will be the best for the United States at that
particular point in time. 

So we are not sort of ideological — you know, left wing,
right wing, moderately left wing, moderately right wing —
we are pretty much centrists, and in the end it all comes
down to the individual.

‘It’s about helping communities you do
not know, people you do not know, even

communities you do not trust’
Romesh Wadhwani explains

his philosophy of
philanthropy to Aziz Haniffa.
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Students make the most of a Wadhwani Foundation initiative. The foundation is
focused on accelerating economic development and creating millions of jobs. 
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Some people might do that kind of philanthropy because
you can get a lot of tax shelters.

There is absolutely the risk of that. 
We have two fundamental principles in the way in which

we execute the initiatives of our foundation. 
The first is every initiative in which we work with a gov-

ernment agency — whether it’s a central government or a
state government in India — has to be non political. 

So, we work with chief ministers who are members of the
BJP (the Bharatiya Janata Party, the main Opposition
party at the federal level), we work with chief ministers
who are members of the Congress (the party that heads the
ruling alliance at the federal level). 

We work with the central government — it has been
Congress for the last few years, it could be something else;
we would still want to be able to work with them. 

So, we have to be completely agnostic in the nature of
who, which party that particular government represents. 

The second key principle is we never ask the government
to fund our foundation because the thing I absolutely want
to avoid under any circumstance is that there could be any-
one who is able to say, ‘You know what, this guy took advan-
tage of his foundation to either get money from the gov-
ernment into the foundation or to help one of his business-
es or to get tax credit.’

We have never asked any government — the US govern-
ment or the Indian government — for any benefits whatso-
ever; we don’t ask for any tax credits; we don’t ask them for
anything. 

If you take the ‘Skills Development Network’ we just
completed a very successful pilot with the Haryana govern-
ment. 

It was very simple. We did not ask the Haryana govern-
ment or the central government for any money. 

They invested their money into hiring teachers for their
high schools in which this skills development initiative
would be implemented. 

We funded the development of curriculum, we funded
teacher training, we funded the software platform, and we
provided it to the Haryana government at zero cost. 

We provided a program manager to the Haryana govern-
ment at zero cost. 

I am very, very, sensitive to the fact that I never want any-
one ever to be able to say ‘This guy benefited personally
from the foundation.’ 

I wanted it to be known that there is only a one-way flow
of benefits, which is from me to the beneficiaries, not from
anybody else to me.

The likes of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation con-
nect local and global forces and focus their work in terms of
bypassing government bureaucracies. 

When they sought to fight the HIV AIDS scourge in India,
the Gates got involved in promoting and funding scientific
research, the distribution of condoms and turning a lot of
sex workers on the ground into public health workers. 

Is that a perfect example of how you work and connect
with local groups and local involvement of a philanthropic
foundation?

We do work with governments and I’ll give you two
examples. 

In the skills development initiative, it’s all about helping

to create millions of jobs and to place skilled workers in
those millions of jobs that are being created. 

We feel the best way is for people who are in the last two
years of high school or in the first two years of college to go
through a next generation community college system in
India. 

I don’t believe it is possible to achieve scale for a next gen-
eration community college system without working with
the government, so effectively we have to create a public-
private partnership.

We are the private partner, our approach to working with
the government is very simple — we’ve said there is a hard
infrastructure and a soft infrastructure. 

The hard infrastructure is building the community col-
leges, hiring the teachers, providing the equipment. 

The soft infrastructure is about building the curriculum,
about training the teachers, and about building a software
platform through which massive open online career educa-
tion can be provided. 

It’s a perfect partnership. 
We are not trying to do what the government should be

doing. 
The government is not trying to do what we are probably

better able to do than they are, and everything we do, we
provide at no cost. 

So, no one can argue about it; it is not a question about
someone saying you are charging too much. 

Zero is what we charge, so we can’t be charging too much. 
In that context, what may be different between from what

you said and what we do, is that we do work with the gov-
ernment, but we have a very clear set of rules on engage-
ment with the government.

Again, we are not yet at the point where we are trying to
recruit, train and place you know 5 million students a year
into high quality jobs in India. 

We are still at the stage of doing multiple pilots. 
We have done one in Haryana; we are about to do pilots

in Karnataka and Himachal Pradesh; we are building out
the infrastructure. 

The first major occupation which we will be rolling out is
a massive online career education program for nurses’ aide
for which there are 1 million open positions in India today. 

If we can roll this out widely, which we expect to over the
next 6 to 12 months, we are potentially helping to train and
fill over the next few years as many as 1 million jobs, a sig-
nificant impact even in the scale of India. 

Each foundation, I think, needs to evolve its own model,
and I think in our model a private-public partnership is
good. 

If we take the US as an example, when we did the Skills
Development Network, we began to build it in India. 

I had not really thought about whether any of those ideas
might be applicable in the US. But if you think about the
circumstances in the US, there are 3.7 million jobs open
today that are not being filled. 

We are filling 150,000 to 200,000 jobs a month — that’s
only around 2 million jobs a year. 

And yet there are 3.7 million open jobs that cannot be
filled because there aren’t right skills, there aren’t people
with the right skills to fill those jobs in the locations where
those jobs are for the industries where those jobs are. 

So, that led to the idea that perhaps some of the work that
we are doing in the skills development network would also
be applicable in the US. 

About nine months ago, we came up with the idea of a
US-based initiative called ‘Race to a Job.’ The purpose of
‘Race to a Job’ is to skill people in the US, leveraging the
community college system in the US, to help fill open jobs,
many of the 3.7 million jobs, but also to fill millions of
future jobs that will be created over the next few years, so it
could have a pretty high impact. 

Now, in the US, we need a public-private partnership. 
So, we are working with the Department of Education,

‘It’s about helping communities you do
not know, people you do not know, even

communities you do not trust’
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Romesh Wadhwani at a community event. ‘I feel when you build a
temple, nothing is wrong with that — it is an important thing to do for
our culture — but if that’s all we do, we are essentially transplanting
India into Queens, or India into Monroeville in Pittsburgh,’ he says.
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the State Department, the White House and others to
develop this initiative such that it can be executed at a scale
through the US-based system of community colleges where
we are helping to technologically enable the existing com-
munity college infrastructure. 

We are developing a technology platform, lots of new
generation courses for new kinds of occupations,
trying to make sure that they are market driven,
that they are employer focused and at the same time
making sure that they are meaningful in scale and
impact. 

It’s a different kind of public-private partnership,
but because we are doing this in India, because we
are doing it in the US and because it’s a need in
almost every country, it also turns out that this rep-
resents a potentially big area for US-India coopera-
tion as part of the policy framework that we’ve been
developing through the Wadhwani Chair at CSIS
(Center for Strategic and International Studies) in
Washington and the Wadhwani Chair at ICRIER
(Indian Council for Research on International
Economic Relations) in Delhi. 

In fact, last night we had a dinner of key policy
makers in the US, and I mentioned that they were
representatives of US government agencies, the
Indian ambassador, the President of CSIS.

What was really interesting was that as we were
talking about key areas of policy
cooperation between the US and India, it was
agreed that skilling should be right there at the top
of the list. 

It’s a need in the US and it’s a need in India. 
Skills developed for welders in the US are equally

applicable in India; skills developed for nurses’
aides in India are equally applicable for nurses’
aides in the US. 

Welders are welders, nurses are nurses.
Health-care is health-care, sick people are sick

people. 
There is a lot of commonality in terms of the names; the

same applies to other countries in the world. 
So, anything that we can do to advance skills develop-

ment in the US and India is probably applicable to a hun-
dred other countries. 

I consider it to be the most important initiative of the
Wadhwani Foundation and one in which, we are really
ramping up the amount of money that we will be spending
as a Foundation to accelerate these programs.

What advice would you have for the Indian-American
community in terms of philanthropy? Do you believe it is
time for them to move beyond the building of temples and
more into perhaps towards setting up of chairs and building
colleges, hospitals like the Jewish Americans have?

Absolutely. 
I believe it comes down to a very fundamental question

that all immigrant communities have to deal with — are we
immigrants, but always different? 

Or can we be different where it counts like our culture,
and yet be part of integrated America that has helped
America grow generation after generation and be a greater
and greater country. 

I feel when you build a temple, nothing is wrong with that

— it is an important thing to do for our culture — but if
that’s all we do, we are essentially transplanting India into
Queens, or India into Monroeville in Pittsburgh or…

Ghettoizing?
Yes. It might be a very high-class ghetto; it might be a

very beautiful temple, but it is a ghetto nonetheless. 
I don’t believe that that’s the way we should assimilate. 
The Jews have assimilated completely into the American

fabric, but they haven’t lost their Jewish identity — they
have their Jewish temples and yet they are part of the whole
philanthropic system of the US, they are part of the busi-
ness system of the US; they are part of the government sys-
tem of the US. 

Now, if I take India, first of all we are a much younger
immigrant community, so we haven’t been in the US for
200 years. 

The bulk of immigration that has happened from India
has happened in the last 20 years. 

When I came 40 years ago, there was just a handful of
Indian immigrants. 

So, certainly from a time stand point, there is nothing to
be critical of.  

But going forward, philosophically, it is very, very impor-

tant for the Indian Americans to be philanthropists and to
be philanthropists outside of the temple community fami-
ly. 

They have to help other communities in the US. 
They should build hospital wings; they should build

schools; they should build colleges; they should fund US
universities, not just Indian universities, and they should
also do great things in India. 

To me, philanthropy is not just about giving money; it’s
also about giving bandwidth and time, because remember
all of us have the privilege of great education and a world-
view.

We have an India view, we have a US view and we have a
world view, and if that is applied to philanthropy, both in
India and the US, it can have so much of impact. 

I would use Bill Gates as a great role model. He gave up
the running of Microsoft; he spends his entire day, entire
week, working passionately for health-care, malaria, HIV
prevention, primary education. 

The Indian-American community needs to do a lot more
of that. 

The good news is I see it beginning; the bad news is it is
still very small. 

‘It’s about helping communities you do
not know, people you do not know, even

communities you do not trust’
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Romesh Wadhwani with wife Kathy, left, daughter Melina, second from right, and son-in-law Pat Carey, right. 
COURTESY: ROMESH WADHWANI
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T
he late Colonel Harland David Sanders, the
founder of the Kentucky Friend Chicken resta-
urant chain, is perhaps smiling that it was a
bucket of his chicken that resurrected the great
love affair between Kathleen Hartman and

Romesh Wadhwani that continues to be on fire four
decades after their wedding.

Kathleen tells India Abroad that when a mutual friend
invited her to a celebratory party and dinner marking Ro-
mesh’s near completion of his PhD from Carnegie Mellon
University in Pittsburgh, it was love at first sight.

Then a graduate student at the University of Pittsburgh
getting her master’s degree in social work, Kathleen said
when that mutual friend invited her over she never
dreamed that anything as life changing as meeting the man
of her dreams would be the outcome of this get-together of
friends.

“Indeed it was a magical meeting. What transpired
between the two of us was unforgettable,” she says.

Kathy, as she likes to be called, remembers what attract-
ed her to Romesh almost instantly was “the incredibly calm
and positive energy,” he seemingly emitted “and to be hon-
est with you, the look in his eyes, that I immediately
responded to.”

“And, of course, there was clearly this inner strength that
seemed to stand out and his personality and his wonderful
sense of humor,” she adds.

Romesh admits to India Abroad that in his case too, it
was love at first sight. “We dated for about two years, three
years maybe, and then I asked her father for Kathy’s hand
in marriage.”

It was the 1960s — the era of free love, the hippies, the
Beatles, Woodstock, and anything goes. 

Recalls Romesh, “I would wear purple kurtas, I had my
hair down to my shoulders, so they (Kathy’s parents) took
one look at me and their immediate answer was no, and
hell no! So we broke up for several years… Because of the
opposition. Kathy didn’t want to go against her parents and
I didn’t want her to go against her parents.” 

Kathy laughs long and uproariously at my: “Your dad
probably felt that my daughter falling for an American hip-
pie was bad enough, but an Indian hippie with long hair
and in a kurta was just a bit much!”

“Men wore long hair,” Kathy adds, “and my parents
thought it could never work in the corporate world. Also, he
was a student at the time, so they didn’t take it seriously.”

Then KFC rode to the rescue.
“Five or six years later, I was coming home from work

after a long day, at 11 pm. I went to a Kentucky Fried
Chicken to do a take out. Kathy was also doing a take out.
We met and it turned out that she wasn’t dating anyone and
I wasn’t dating anyone and so we started dating again. This
time we dated for about three years and this time her father

said, ‘Young man, when are you getting married to my
daughter?’ He had completely changed his mind and a year
after that, we got married.”

Asked if his parents would have preferred he married ‘a
nice Indian girl,’ Romesh says, “No, they were actually very
open-minded,” even though it was more than 40 years ago,
when inter-racial dating, let alone marriage, was rare.”

“They were completely open-minded about whether I
marry an American or an Indian. I remember the first time
I went back to India and showed my parents the pictures of
Kathy and me because obviously she wasn’t with me, they
fell in love at first sight with her from the picture.”

“They somehow sensed that Kathy was a person of great

value, very kind, very gentle, and really the perfect partner
for me because I am so driven and worked so hard and trav-
eled so much.”

At that time, he says, Kathy “had a very successful career
in social work — she worked for the state of Pennsylvania,
running one of the departments in social welfare in
Pittsburgh. So, she was working when we got married.
After we got married, she phased out of her work because
of my travel schedule.”

With lots of love and a bucket
of the Colonel’s chicken

After four decades of marriage, Kathleen Hartman and
Romesh Wadhwani are as much in love as the first time they met.

They share their story with Aziz Haniffa.
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Kathleen Wadhwani remembers what attracted her to Romesh almost instantly was ‘the incredibly calm and positive
energy’ he seemingly emitted.
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Asked what she admires most about her billionaire hus-
band and what makes her most proud, Kathy exclaims,
“Wow! There are so many things. What makes me enor-
mously proud of him is the fact that he is such a wonderful
family man and that includes not only as a won-
derful husband and father to Melina, our daugh-
ter (who’s 26 and married about 20 months ago to
Pat Carey who works for SalesForce.com), but also
to all the family — all the relatives in the US and
in India.”

“All the family adore him and it’s mutual — 100
percent. That quality of his is very dear to me.” 

Despite all his traveling, his incessant drive and
being a hands-on boss when it comes to more
than the dozen companies under the umbrella of
the Symphony Technology Group, of which he is
the founder and chairman, Kathy says, “He never
misses a birthday or misses contact with any of his
relatives. He is the one who always reaches out,”
and is so much the anchor of the family.

And his drive, even at age 66, she said, is simply
drive, not overdrive: “He has always been driven.
When I first met him, he was already driven. I
remember I was sometimes with him when he
would make phone calls with regard to work and
I could tell the passion that his voice had.”

“He is a born leader. And it was natural for him
to take leadership. He would always shine in all
his business dealings — he would always be suc-
cessful.”

She acknowledges that never in her wildest
dreams did she ever think he would be the entre-
preneur that he turned out to be — among the
best of the best.

“I always knew that he would be successful,” she
says, “but I never could have known how success-
ful he would become. It completely surprised me
over the years, including the sale of Aspect.”

In June 2000, when Wadhwani sold Aspect
Development, a software manufacturer which he
founded in 1991 for $9.3 billion, then the largest
merger in software history, Kathy recalls, “I was
cooking dinner — I knew he had been working on
and meeting with people about selling the compa-
ny. When he came into the kitchen and said, ‘You
want to guess how much they have agreed to pay
for it,’ and I said, ‘I am terrible at these things, but
let me try.’”

“It was in the day and age when there was a
bubble and companies were going for a billion
dollars sometimes, and so I said, ‘OK, I am going
to reach very high — they’ve offered a billion.’”

“He said, ‘Guess again,’ and I said, ‘It’s impossible for me
to guess beyond that,’ and he said to me ‘It’s more and
more.’ When he told me what it had sold for, I never could
believe it. It was mind-blowing — it surpassed anything I
could have thought of, anything I had in mind.”

When Romesh decided to start the Romesh and Kathleen
Wadhwani Foundation, a philanthropic foundation, Kathy
says, “I was so proud of him — exceedingly proud about it.”

“Romesh takes it very seriously. He really cares about it,

he really thinks about it. Thinks what is the very best con-
tribution he can make — not just financially, but also with
his time and his focus.”

According to Kathy, the Foundation’s support for diversi-
fied projects — from the technical and technological and
research projects in India to the Wadhwani Chair for US-
India Policy Studies at the Center for Strategic and Interna-
tional Studies and the funding for the promotion of arts
and culture at the Kennedy Center, including significant

underwriting of the Maximum India celebration
more than three years ago — are a tangible reflec-
tion of his personality.

Asked how much of a partner Kathy is in terms of
the foundation, and asked if she is the Melinda
Gates reminiscent of the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, Romesh says, “She is not the Melinda
Gates here yet. Right now she is aware of what the
foundation does, we have conversations about it,
but she is not actively involved in the foundation as
of now. Over time she does want to be more
involved.”

“I don’t know whether she will ever get to the
Melinda Gates level, but she can certainly get to a
much more active level than today. I am not sure
what my daughter might want to do with the
Wadhwani Foundation. But again, that will be her
choice, I will not be forcing her or trying to force her
to, you know, help, lead or participate in the
Foundation, but over time who knows how things
go.”

Kathy, who isn’t done talking about her husband,
asserts, “Romesh is a very, very, talented man. He is
very, very, balanced in that he enjoys the work, tech-
nology and entrepreneurial aspects of his career, but
he also enjoys music of all sorts — opera and ballet.
He is such an exciting personality with all of these
interests.”

With regard to the Foundation, she says, “It makes
sense to me it started off with it being focused on
education and entrepreneurship in India — and is
still very much focused there — but it doesn’t sur-
prise me at all that it has grown to include the
Wadhwani Chair at CSIS, the arts at the Kennedy
Center, because it all reflects his personality.”

Kathy says their interests are in sync and it is this
compatibility that contributes to their enduring love
and marriage. “He thoroughly enjoys music — we
both enjoy it,” including Indian classical and
Bollywood music.

“All the CDs I have in my car, are all Indian music
— I love it,” she says. “Both classical and Bollywood,
particularly the Bollywood, because of the high
energy and the rhythm of the music. I just love it.”

“We both enjoy Indian food and we eat it maybe
three or four times a week. We have a chef at home
and he is very good about watching the amount of

oil — only non-fat yogurt instead of sweets (for dessert).”
Travel is another thing they love doing together, “and is a

tremendous stabilizer in the marriage,” Kathy says.
“It’s a very happy marriage,” she reiterates, “and it’s

because we’ve known each and loved each other for so long
— since we were students. Also, it’s a lot because of
Romesh’s personality. He’s not only very inspiring, but such
a generous spirit, which is so wonderful for the family,
friends, and the community.” 

With lots of love and a bucket
of the Colonel’s chicken
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Travel is one of the several things that the Wadhwanis love doing
together, ‘and is a tremendous stabilizer in the marriage,’ Kathy says.
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A
mong the many initiatives Romesh
Wadhwani has launched and supported
through his Wadhwani Foundation is
the Shanta Wadhwani Centre for Car-
diac and Neural Research at the Nati-

onal Centre for Biological Sciences in Bengaluru,
dedicated to his late mother. 

What most don’t know is the influence and sup-
port she was to her children.

She encouraged them to innovate, but Romesh
recalls that unlike many South Asian parents she
never asked him how much money he was making. 

“Really. She never once asked me,” he recalls. 
“She was, of course, aware of what I was doing in

business, but she never probed deeply into wanting
to know about any particular company or any par-
ticular thing I was doing because she knew that I
work at it 80 hours a day, and I go very deep and
there will be no point in having a superficial con-
versation.”

“In fact, she would read in the newspapers what I
was making and she would read in Forbes what I
was making, but I never once told her what I was
actually making. Sometimes, she would point to a
Forbes article and say, ‘My god, is that really true?’
And I would tell her, yes, it’s kind of accurate.”

His mother, he says, was very progressive.
“I’ll give you one interesting story about her,” he

says, remembering a conversation they had when
she was living with him in his Las Altos Hills home
in the last eight years of her life; his father had
passed away many years ago. 

“One day (about five years ago), we were having
lunch and out of the blue, she asked me what the
Symphony Technology Group’s strategy for China
was.” 

“I told her not only do I not have a strategy, I am
not particularly interested, and she could not
believe it. She said, ‘Why aren’t you interested? Eve-
ryone else is interested, everyone else in Silicon
Valley and elsewhere is starting up or buying com-
panies in China.’” 

“I told her that for the kind of technology we do, it
is not exactly clear what the opportunities are, con-
cerns about the intellectual property and to buy a
company in China valuations are extremely high,
accounting is a little hard to figure out, and for all

those reasons — and there were so much opportu-
nity elsewhere in the world — we didn’t do any-
thing.” 

“So, for the first time in my life, she gave me some
words of advice. She said you really should have a
strategy and a presence in China. Naturally, when
words come from your mother you start to think
about them. As I was thinking about it (I realized)
my mom could be right. A couple of months later I
went to Beijing and we started figuring out things
for Symphony to do.”

“I went to Shanghai, then I went to Cheng Du and
the end result is that today Symphony has almost a
thousand employees in China across different com-
panies. I would say that conversation — even
though it was only 30 seconds long — on the subject
of China was a turning point in my thinking.”

“It was very catalytic, and shows how well
informed a mother can keep you on the straight and
narrow.”

Shanta Wadhwani was almost 90 years old when
she had this conversation with her son. “She had a
very sharp mind; she read all the news, she would
read day-old copies of The New York Times and The
Wall Street Journal, she would read a week-old copy
of The Economist, so she was completely up-to-date
on world affairs. She was always a home maker.
That’s why I was always impressed that she knew as
much as any of us.”

He adds that he named the research center after
his mother “because it is particularly focused on
using the newest techniques in cardiac care and
neural care. My mother had congestive heart failure
and she ultimately passed away because of the prob-
lems with her heart, even though she lived to be 94
years old.”

“She always had a passion for knowledge and
always wanted to know what the new developments
were in medicine, in biosciences, biotechnology.” 

“I felt this was the perfect way in which to honor
her memory — to do something in research and
innovation, which she was very passionate about, to
do it in the area of cardiac care because ultimately
that’s what took away her life, and to do it in one of
the best research centers in India.” 

“That’s why we decided to call it the Shanta
Wadhwani Center.” 

With one anecdote, Romesh Wadhwani
explains to Aziz Haniffa his mother

Shanta Tekchand Wadhwani’s influence on his life.

‘She said you should have
a presence in China’

Romesh Wadhwani with his mother Shanta. He has launched and supported the
Shanta Wadhwani Centre for Cardiac and Neural Research at the National Centre for
Biological Sciences in Bengaluru, dedicated to his late mother. 
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T
hroughout history, it is the people who had the abili-
ty and courage to think big and fully commit them-
selves to the mission that have impacted humanity
with a positive and lasting outcome. 

Dr Romesh Wadhwani is one of those men. 
Dr Wadhwani serves as chairman of the board of the com-

pany that I lead, MSC Software, which at 50, is one of the 10
oldest software companies on the planet. The company was
catalyzed by President Kennedy’s 1962 call for the mission to
reach the moon by the end of the decade.

Over the past few years, I have had the good fortune to
meet and share ideas with some of the pioneers from our
nation’s space program. This included several of MSC’s
incredible founders who had the confidence of the US gov-
ernment and the flight director of the Apollo Space Mission
at NASA, who an entire nation stood behind. 

These were extraordinary men who showed me similar
qualities. They are very smart, gifted with a thirst for knowl-
edge, and possessing the innate ability to invent. They were
supremely confident in delivering into a completely uncer-
tain future. Their personal commitment to success was self-
less and unwavering. They were leaders and they completed
the mission. As a result, they all played a part in helping to
inspire a society and move mankind forward.

Dr Wadhwani without question can be put in the category
of these men who help to move humanity forward. 

Whether it is in businesses that he has touched, which have
provided economic prosperity to tens of thousands of families

or in social initiatives, his principles are the same. 
He thinks big — always seeking a step change — he invests

in the face of uncertainty, he commits and he drives himself,
and motivates others to accomplish the mission. 

Without hesitation, he tackles what others would consider
as unsolvable problems and turns them into large opportuni-
ties. 

His multidimensional, strategic thinking lifts the people
around him to take on challenges with the confidence that
they can be achieved.

The result — companies that he is involved with improve
dramatically by providing better results for their customers
and more personal prosperity for their employees. 

For my own company, under Dr Wadhwani’s guidance, we

have returned to growth, innovation, a strong brand and a
future that is very bright. 

The foundations that he has started for the social good take
on challenges that some could not dream of and most would
consider impossible to achieve. The good that they have
accomplished could only be achieved with the leadership of a
big thinker.

Like the great men who accomplished the almost impossi-
ble during the Apollo days, Dr Wadhwani is always
supremely confident in delivering into a completely uncer-
tain future. 

Dominic Gallello is president and chief executive officer,
MSC Software

‘One of those men who helps
to move humanity forward’

Dominic Gallello finds inspiration in Romesh
Wadhwani’s pioneering spirit.

D
uring my first meet-
ing with Romesh,
almost 10 years ago,
it became evident
that I was meeting

someone extraordinary; this
reaction is not uncommon. 

I had recently returned from a
trip to India and had made the
decision to not give my business
to Symphony Services (one of
Romesh’ companies). Romesh
asked for a meeting to under-
stand why he had lost my busi-
ness. 

Here was a man who had just
sold his company for over $9 bil-
lion eager to understand and
learn why he lost a business that
was going to generate less than
$400K per year for one of his
companies. 

During the meeting his intense
passion for excellence through
knowledge and learnings came alive. I found
myself wanting a longer term association
with the man. 

To my surprise, Romesh asked me if I

would go and run Symphony Services in
India. I made the spot decision to move to
India after having lived in the US for more
than 22 years. 

My journey with Romesh contin-
ues, first as President of Symphony
Services and now over the past four
years as president and chief execu-
tive officer of Wadhwani
Foundation.

Through a decade of association,
I have come to regard Romesh as
one of the most brilliant, deter-
mined, and hard working individu-
als with an immense intellect and
appetite to generate wealth and a
heart to use most of that wealth for
the welfare of society (Romesh
recently signed the Gates Buffet
Giving Pledge where he has com-
mitted to donate most of his per-
sonal wealth). 

While his extraordinary success
both as a serial entrepreneur and
subsequently as the chief nurturer
and driver of a group of companies
(most of which he founded) within
his private equity firm, Symphony

Technology Group, is well known, very little
is known of his passion to impact the lives of
millions of people through his foundation,
the Wadhwani Foundation.

Romesh started the foundation 10 years
ago with the mission of creating millions of
jobs and thus accelerating the economic
development of emerging economies. 

Establishing such an audacious goal and
having the insights to execute on it is the
hallmark of Romesh. 

No single foundation can achieve such a
goal through its own resources. The bril-
liance lies in identifying niche high-impact
initiatives, making the initial investment to
demonstrate feasibility and subsequently
achieving high-quality, large scale impact by
leveraging technology and creating opportu-
nity networks — this has been Romesh’s
mantra in all of the Foundation’s five initia-
tives. 

Such a unique approach to scale and sus-
tainability is a reflection of a visionary leader
with the capacity to translate the vision into
executable plans with tangible outcomes.

Romesh’ first such initiative, the National
Entrepreneurship Network, is inspiring and
educating more than half-a-million students
each year through 500 colleges and 1,200

Romesh Wadhwani has the heart to use his immense wealth for the welfare of society, says Ajay Kela.
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From left, Ajay Kela of the Wadhwani Foundation, Indian lawmaker Kapil
Sibal, Senator Mark Warner and Glenn Dubois, chancellor, Virginia’s
Community Colleges. 
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Transforming the lives of millions



T
hree years ago, when I was on
the faculty at George Washin-
gton University, I received a
phone call from Dr John Ha-

mre, president, Center for Strategic
and International Studies. 

He told me a very interesting and
successful Indian-American entrepre-
neur from California, Dr Romesh
Wadhwani, was considering est-
ablishing a chair at a Washington
think tank to support and advance the
growing United States-India rel-
ationship. John asked me what I
thought of the idea.  

I responded enthusiastically, saying
that with India as a rising power, it
would behoove the think tank and
academic communities to devote mo-
re time and resources to better un-
derstanding the other rising Asian
mainland power (as we were already
doing with China), since it was clearly
in the interest of the US to work close-
ly with India to address the many
challenges that both countries will
face in the 21st century. 

John asked if I would communicate
this view directly to Dr Wadhwani as
he was then making up his mind on
whether to proceed with his chair ini-
tiative. I said I would gladly do so, and
did.

Fast forward a few months, and I
was very pleased to receive another call
from John saying Dr Wadhwani had
decided to proceed not only with start-
ing the first think-tank program in
Washington, at CSIS, dedicated exclu-
sively to US-India Policy Studies, but a
counterpart program in New Delhi at
the Indian Council for Research on
Economic and International Relations
to do the same. Both chairs would work
closely towards a common goal of
‘unlocking the full potential of the US-
India relationship.’

Clearly, Romesh Wadhwani was do-
ubling down as a think tank thought
leader.

John then asked if I would be interest-
ed in being considered for the CSIS
position. Given my long-standing com-

mitment to building closer US-India
ties going back to the Clinton Adm-
inistration, this was truly a proposition I
could not refuse.

The Wadhwani Chair was formally
established in early 2011, and was lau-
nched at a high-profile event on Capitol
Hill. Attending were the co-chairs of the
Senate India Caucus, Senators Mark
Warner and John Cornyn, and then
India’s Ambassador to the US Meera
Shankar. 

In his remarks, Dr Wadhwani exp-
lained his rationale for establishing the
two US-India Chairs: ‘The relationship
between the two countries is perhaps
the single most important relationship
each can have geopolitically.’ 

And why he was committing his own

resources to do so: ‘The US has been the
country which has given me the oppor-
tunity and the privilege to have
achieved. And once you have that kind
of privilege, you also have an obligation
to give back.’

Since then, the Wadhwani Chair at
CSIS has been hard at work with some
40 events, 100 publications and in-
depth reports on issues ranging from
India’s emerging economy to prospects
for a US-India bilateral investment
treaty and a Free Trade Agreement to
growing defense trade and military
cooperation. 

At a recent speaking engagement at
CSIS, Indian Ambassador Nirupama
Rao said she’d taken note, ‘CSIS has
been in the forefront of undertaking
analytical work relating to India and
various facets of India-US relations, and
providing fresh approaches and policy
recommendations.’

On Capitol Hill, Senator Mark Warner
has expressed a similar thought, more
personally: ‘Romesh Wadhwani has
been doing great work at CSIS.’

Wadhwani is a leader in the Indian-
American Diaspora community for
many reasons — one, of course, is that
he is a highly successful entrepre-
neur. But beyond that, Romesh is a
thoughtful, action-oriented philan-
thropist, having established the Wadh-
wani Foundation for ‘on the ground’
work in India and the CSIS and ICRIER
policy chairs for strategic thinking about
the future direction of the overall US-
India relationship.

While ‘unlocking the full potential’ of
that relationship will take time (and a
little patience on both sides), progress is
being made. 

Wadhwani’s significant contributions
rightly deserve enormous credit for
pushing this ball forward. I expect much
more to follow. 

Karl F Inderfurth is the first chair hol-
der of the Wadhwani Chair in US–India
Policy Studies, CSIS, and a former Assi-
stant Secretary of State for South Asian
Affairs (1997 to 2001).

A thought leader 
Romesh Wadhwani is an action-oriented philanthropist,

says Karl F Inderfurth, Assistant Secretary of State for South Asian
Affairs in the Clinton administration.

NEN-trained faculty in India. 
The initiative measures its ultimate success by

counting companies and jobs created each year. This
year the NEN graduates created over 700 companies
in India. The goal of this initiative is to create half-a-
million jobs in the next five years.

Transforming India to become a world-class leader
in innovation through creating role-model institutes
that compete at the world-stage and mainstreaming
the educated disabled into sustainable high-quality
corporate jobs through recognizing the business value
proposition of these individuals are examples of other
initiatives that Romesh envisioned and started in
India.

Romesh was also one of the first individuals to rec-
ognize the growing global gap between skills required
by the industry and those acquired by the students.
This was a direct result of academia not being able to
keep up with the technology-induced accelerated pace
of the industry. 

Two years ago, Romesh initiated the Wadhwani
Foundation’s Skill Development Network with a
unique approach to fill the global skill gap through a
massively open online job program that adopts a
learner-centric approach to skill development through
use of video, animation, simulation, gaming and
learner analytics for continuous program enhance-
ment.

To unleash the full potential of the growing US-
India relationship, Romesh established parallel policy
chairs with Center for Strategic and International
Studies in Washington, DC and the Indian Council for
Research on International Economic Relations in
Delhi.

On a personal note, I interact with Romesh two to
three times a month and have done so for the past 10
years. Every single meeting is a learning and enriching
experience but short-term disheartening as well. 

Most of the time, after the meeting, I kick myself for
not having thought of the ideas and suggestions myself
which appear so obvious when he presents them. 

My fellow CEOs who work with Romesh share the
same experience. Romesh’ clarity of thought, attention
to details, coupled with the capacity to envision and
undertake bold transformational ideas bodes well for
his first mission of wealth creation. 

However, having a heart to use that unique talent
and wealth with equal fervor on transforming the lives
of millions of people through the activities of the foun-
dation is where, I believe, Romesh will leave his
biggest mark. 

Ajay Kela is President and Chief Executive Officer,
Wadhwani Foundation

Karl Inderfurth views Romesh Wadhwani as
an action-oriented philanthropist 

Transforming the
lives of millions
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W
e all play many roles
in our daily lives.
However, most of us
spend our entire life-
times perfecting any

one of those roles. We may choose to
dedicate ourselves to being successful
entrepreneurs or respected teachers or
selfless social workers. 

Very rarely do we come across an
individual who has chosen to live his
life very differently, focusing not just
on setting and achieving huge mile-
stones in his professional life through
hard work and entrepreneurship, but
then on utilizing the knowledge that he
has gained in his journey to mentor
other businesses to success and prof-
itability, and then bringing his life to a
full circle by using the knowledge and
the financial resources generated from
his endeavors to reinvest in the growth
and upliftment of mankind as the ulti-
mate social activist. 

I am fortunate to have the daily
pleasure of spending time with and
learning from such a person, Dr Rome-
sh Wadhwani.

Dr Wadhwani is a visionary leader
who plays his many roles with great
élan. 

He is an extraordinarily successful
entrepreneur who used his intelli-
gence, drive, and motivation to build a
highly successful business — Aspect
Development — and then turned
around and continued to utilize his
knowledge to nourish many start-ups
under the umbrella of his private equi-
ty fund, the Symphony Technology
Group. 

Most people would have been satis-
fied with so much success. 

Instead, Dr Wadhwani continues to
use his extraordinary business acumen
in running his most significant venture
to date — the Wadhwani Fundation. 

The foundation is Dr Wadhwani’s
philanthropic initiative whose goal is
not just to dispense money slated for
charity to a group of needy people. 

Its uniqueness lies in its mission
statement: To accelerate economic
development in India and other devel-
oping economies. 

The foundation utilizes a very unique
approach by which it takes part in the
National Entrepreneurship Network,
research and innovation, and provides
an opportunity network to the dis-
abled. 

In this way, the foundation does not
passively help people. Instead, it helps
them become responsible for their own
development. 

The Shanta Wadhwani Centre for
Cardiac and Neural Research, a closely
watched initiative of the foundation at
the National Centre for Biological
Sciences in Bengaluru, is involved in
cutting edge research in understanding
the regeneration and the degeneration
of the brain and the heart, two of the
least understood, but the most intrigu-
ing organs in the body utilizing a world
class faculty. 

The foundation partners with myriad
institutions of professional education
in India, fostering new ideas and inno-
vations, and providing hope to thou-
sands of hopeless people.

In my role at Symphony-Teleca, one
of the several ventures that the
Symphony Technology Group has cho-
sen to invest its resources in, I learn
from each interaction that I have with
Dr Wadhwani. 

There is not a single meeting with
him that I leave without having gained
either more knowledge or a new per-
spective. The most important thing
that I have learnt from him is that
exploring just one dimension of who
we are is not enough. 

Professional and personal success
brings great joy, but it is really the
assistance that we extend to others by
teaching them to help themselves that
brings meaning to our lives. 

Sanjay Dhawan is Chief Executive
Officer, Symphony-Teleca.

‘I learn from each interaction with him’
Sanjay Dhawan treasures the lessons

he has learnt — and is still learning — from 
Romesh Wadhwani.

COURTESY: ROMESH WADHWANI

Romesh Wadhwani has used his extraordinary success to not just nourish many start-ups, but also people.
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PARESH GANDHI

For his
exemplary
contribution 
to public 
administration;
for being a 
master-craftsman
of finance and
for rescuing the
nation’s capital
from economic
despair.

FROM THE
EDITORS

I
n the past two decades in the Washin-
gton, DC area there probably hasn’t be-
en any Indian American who has enjoy-
ed as high a profile — particularly on a
sustained basis — as Natwar  ‘Nat’ M
Gandhi, the District’s Chief Financial
Officer for the last 13 years, often du-

bbed as one of the most powerful officials and
influential figures, respectively, in the DC gov-
ernment and the nation’s capital.

Gandhi, who holds the record of any CFO in

the country for serving continuously for 13 years
during the tenures of four mayors, has been a
darling of the United States Congress and Wall
Street for bringing the nation’s capital back from
the brink of bankruptcy to triple A ratings and
the envy of other exchequers in major cities and
states.

Gandhi’s re-appointments, subject to a confir-
mation vote by the DC Council, was always a
cake-walk, since he enjoyed the total confidence
of the powers that be, not to mention the

District’s residents who have seen their home
equities rise exponentially in an otherwise
adverse housing market across the country.

Under Gandhi’s stewardship, the District has
obtained a ‘clean’ audit opinion from independ-
ent auditors in the District’s Comprehensive

The Financial Wizard
Natwar Gandhi, who pulled the District of Columbia from the brink of bankruptcy,

is one of the most powerful figures in the capital. 
Aziz Haniffa discovers the fascinating life story of the winner of the

India Abroad Award for Lifetime Achievement 2012.
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Annual Financial Report every year since Fiscal Year 2000,
which ended the city’s Control Period and facilitated the
return of Home Rule. 

Under his leadership, the District secured several rating
upgrades for its general-obligation bonds from the major
rating agencies, including an A+ from Standard and Poor’s,
an AA- from Fitch Ratings and an Aa2 rating from Moody’s
Investors Service. 

The District’s income tax secured bond ratings are AAA
from S&P, AA from Fitch and Aa1 from Moody’s.

First appointed by Mayor Anthony Williams in June 2000,
he served through Williams’ two terms, the one-term of
Mayor Adrian Fenty and till his retirement, the first term of
Mayor Vincent C Gray — all Democrats.

It was no secret that Gandhi was strongly tipped to be the
director of the White House Office of Management and
Budget, but was apparently dropped from consideration
when a few months into the first term of the Obama admin-
istration a major embezzlement fraud was discovered in the
DC tax office on his watch, which led to Gandhi offering to
resign amidst criticism as to how such an astute and consci-
entious CFO like him could have missed such thievery.

But Mayor Fenty refused to accept his resignation and the
lawmakers who sit on the committee that oversees DC also
stuck by him with a strong show of support despite this
blemish and prevailed on him to stay.

Since then, Gandhi has gone from strength to strength,
continuing to obtain AAA ratings for DC. 

“The latest bond upgrade came last month, a nice retire-
ment present,” he says.    

Following President Obama’s re-election, he was offered a
choice of senior administration positions in the Treasury and
the Department of Housing and Urban Development, but
turned them down, opting to continue being CFO of DC.

Gandhi’s story is yet another fascinating metamorphosis of
an immigrant — an immigrant who hailed from a small town
in Gujarat called Savar Kundala, near Bhavnagar, and grew
up in primitive conditions with no running water, indoor
plumbing or electricity. 

“I remember reading under a kerosene lamp,” he says.
“There was a school in my town, but in order to graduate
from high school, we needed to go to Bhavnagar, the provin-
cial capital, to take the finals. It was my first visit to a city of
paved roads, automobiles and commuter buses.”

“I remember seeing my first Hollywood movie in
Bhavnagar — a film starring Marilyn Monroe. How can one
forget that?”

“There was basically nothing in this town, and the only
thing that excited me in this town, which was barely a little
bigger than a village, was a small library. And, in this library,
I used to read all the newspapers that would come from
Bombay (now Mumbai) and Ahmedabad, which was about
24 hours late, but to us it was fresh news.” 

“The USIS (United States Information Service) used to ha-
ve a magazine called Span and I used to read it and see the
pictures and dream of America.”

His parents were illiterate, with his father Mohandas, “in-
terrupting his studies to go to jail for participating in the
Independence movement,” and his mother Shanta being a
homemaker.

Gandhi’s childhood years were spent working in the little
grocery shop his father ran “as a clerk, but there was nothing

in that town. So, after my so-called matriculation, I went to
Bombay, because most of the young people went to Bombay
to find jobs.”

Gandhi recounts how with the help of a relative he found a
job as a gofer in a Bombay cloth market. 

The salary was meager, and since he couldn’t afford rent, he
would sleep in the firm’s one-room office at night. 

“Then I ran into a cousin who said, ‘Look, you can’t go on
like this, you have to go to college.’ When I said I didn’t have
any money, he asked me to give tuitions to his children and
offered to send me to college.” 

“That’s how I joined Sydenham College of Commerce, the
oldest commerce college in Asia, and part of the University of
Mumbai.”

“I lived in a community hostel for four years and I did my
BCom. That’s where I developed the zest for literature,
because Bombay, along with Ahmedabad and Baroda, was
the center of Gujarati literature.”

After obtaining his BCom degree, Gandhi wanted to study
chartered accountancy and come to America. 

“But again, economic circumstances did not make it possi-
ble,” Gandhi recalls. “My parents wanted to come to Bombay
as there was nothing in our small town, and they also want-
ed to make sure that my brothers and sisters get educated in
Bombay. So, I had to take a job and again, by my luck, I got a
job at a mail distribution shop in Bombay.”

“I worked several jobs there and my routine was, every day,
I would open The Times of India, look at the want ads and
put in an application. I would walk from where I was to the
Times (building), drop my application there in a big gold

box.” 
He got a job as an accounting clerk and supported his par-

ents and his wife, but “all the time my dream was to come to
America. I would constantly communicate with my friend
Navin Jarecha, a college friend who was in the US for gradu-
ate studies.”

“He arranged for me to come here, but at the time, there
was the Chinese invasion and Morarji Desai (later the Indian
prime minister) introduced the so-called PL480 and there
was no foreign exchange available. So, all my hopes were
dashed.”

But Jarecha didn’t give up. 
Finally, Gandhi says, “I got admitted to the University of

Atlanta. I was overjoyed. Then I told him I have no money to
come to America. He got me a scholarship, but I had no
money for air travel. These were the golden days of the
American educational system, so he was able to reach a foun-
dation and they got me my tickets.” 

And so it was that Natwar Gandhi arrived in New York
with the mandatory $7 in his pocket October 10, 1965. 

“I started my education at age 25 and got an MBA from
Atlanta University, in addition to a law degree, which I had
received from the University of Bombay, in addition to my
BCom. Immediately after that, I had to get a job because I
had to bring my wife here. I got a teaching position in
Greensboro, North Carolina, at the Agricultural and
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From left, Natwar Gandhi, then DC Mayor Anthony Williams, former Federal Reserve Vice Chair Alice Rivlin and DC Council Chairman Linda Cropp
before a House Oversight Subcommittee hearing on the District’s budget in 2004.
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Technological Institute in a low-income, underprivileged,
minority area, but I took any job because I had to get a
Green Card and get my wife to the US.”

But if he wasn’t satisfied with just any job in Bombay,
Gandhi was unlikely to be satisfied with just any job in
America — the land he had dreamed about for so long.

“I was always consumed by this desire to do better, and
started my PhD at the University of North Carolina in Cha-
pel Hill, but it was really too much, commuting from Gree-
nsboro to Chapel Hill. So, I was always looking out for a uni-
versity that would give me student housing and a scholar-
ship. I was lucky to get an assistantship with student hous-
ing at Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge, and I got
my PhD in accounting from there. From there it was on to
the University of Pittsburgh as a professor of accounting
from 1973 to 1976.” 

Gandhi enjoyed teaching, the exploring and molding of
young minds. 

What he didn’t like about the job was accounting research
and academic publishing.  

“The focus in academic publishing, at least at that time,
was to specialize in some arcane area and then to formulate
research findings in a highly quantitative, jargon-laden and
obtuse language. Writing in simple, easy-to-read English
was frowned upon. It was viewed as journalistic and lacking
sufficient academic gravity.”  

“Moreover, academic specialization was anathema to me. I
could not imagine specializing in accounting subjects such
as inventory valuation methods and their impact on share
pricing… To my mind, however, excessive specialization was
a retreat into irrelevance and obtuse expression that simply
reflected muddled thinking. This was not for me.”

“In 1976, since I always wanted to come to Washington
because of my interest in politics and public policy, I applied
and got an internship at the GAO (General Accounting
Office, which is the watchdog agency of the US Congress) for
a year to do research.”

It didn’t hurt that Gandhi had always been fascinated by
Washington, DC: “Along with literature, my other passions
were politics and public affairs. Even in India, I used to keep
up with what was going on in the US and around the world.
I used to read Walter Lippmann’s columns and journals like
the New Statesman and Encounter.

“As soon as I learned to drive and bought a car in the US,
my first out-of-town trip was to Washington, DC.”

“The nation’s capital had a special attraction for me. I was
fascinated with its magnificent monuments, particularly the
Lincoln Memorial, the Library of Congress, the Smithsonian
Institution, the Capitol and the White House.”

“More than monuments, I was in awe of Washington’s great
newspapers and their power to make or break politicians. I
was also impressed with the highly informed commentaries
of famous columnists as well as the hard-hitting reporting of
the journalists who influenced policies.”  

He ended up staying at the GAO for 20 years!
“The work that I started in the area of insurance taxation

was so promising they made me an offer and I became part
of the team that did analysis of the taxation of the insurance
companies, defense contractors, banks and others — those
who find ways to avoid taxes — and I concentrated to study
this to find ways in which to plug all the loopholes and hold
them liable for taxes.”

“Also at the time, I started auditing the IRS for the GAO,
and I developed a reputation on the Hill, working with
Congressmen and Senators and their staff, and of course, I
had a reputation in tax circles.”

During his GAO tenure, then US Congressman Jim Florio,
later New Jersey governor for a brief period of time, invited
Gandhi to study the pension system of New Jersey because
he had worked with him on taxation of insurance companies
when he was in Congress. 

“I spent six months in Trenton,” and in 1997, “they promot-
ed me to run the tax department there, but then I got this
offer from the then CFO of DC, Tony Williams, to run the tax
department of the city and so I came to the city.”

“People in the GAO thought I was crazy to leave a GAO SES
position to run the DC tax department, which at the time was
operating out of shoe boxes, but we reformed and rational-
ized it and strengthened tax collection.”

In those days, whenever this correspondent would meet

with Gandhi, he would always pull out a small
chart from his jacket, several copies of which he
always carried with him and point out the
graph that showed that when he joined the city
it had a deficit of $500 million in its fund bal-
ance, and every year since that time, they had
reformed the tax system till they had a surplus.

Gandhi succeeded Williams as CFO and
worked the same magic in this role too.

“At one time it was $1.5 billion in fund bal-
ances and then during the recession we were at
$700 million of that. Now, we are back at $1.5
billion surplus. It was a $2 billion turnaround.”

“No other city has been able to come back as
fast as DC — from junk bond to AAA rating
now.”

“Every six months, I go to the University of
Chicago — the Booth School — where we have
conferences of the CFOS of the 20 largest

cities, and they are all amazed as to how well we are doing
now.”

“It was truly a financial renaissance for the city and we are
doing better than perhaps any other major city in the coun-
try.”

“Whenever I look back at my life — where I came from and
where I am today, I am simply amazed, not because I have
accomplished something great, but because of the twists and
turns that I have gone through along the way.”

“It is as if I have been in a small boat that left some sleepy
shore and sailed inadvertently into a turbulent ocean full of
gales and mighty waves before landing onto an unknown
port.”

“It is the distance that I have traveled, the things that I have
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Natwar Gandhi in the office he has held for 13 years. 

Gandhi lets India Abroad in for a peek into his work day.
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gone through and endured, and yet somehow kept going, not
knowing what the next day would bring!”

“I have often wondered what kept me going all these years,
and still keeps me going as I am about to retire and embark
on the next chapter in my life.” 

What is it about public service that was such a passion for
you? 

You could have easily been on Wall Street making tons on
money.

The fundamental point here is that America has a fascina-
tion for me not for its millionaires and billionaires, but for its
great public figures like (Abraham) Lincoln, (Franklin D)
Roosevelt and also, of course, Washington, and also its great
intellectual figures like Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson,
Henry David Thoreau. 

The real strength of America is among these people. 
But the orientation I had for public service as opposed to

making money is because I believe the library that I had
gone to in India in the little town where I was born and the
books that I read from Mahatma Gandhi’s autobiography
and others, (K M) Munshi and Indulal Yagnik; they were de-
eply devoted to public service. 

It was all about how can you contribute to the larger good,
and that stayed with me. 

And even though the field that I selected — accounting,
which is as practical as you can get — the question to me was
how can I use that accounting to benefit public service, and
that is what I’ve done. 

My understanding of accounting and taxation basically
helped me educate people on the Hill about how taxes are
being avoided and what you can do to prevent this tax avoid-
ance.

After that two-decade stint at the GAO, you brought that
same passion to the District, which was then in the financial
doldrums.

In the same way in the District, the CFO basically has
purview of an entire city. 

We have a $10 billion gross budget — $10 billion coming
in, $10 billion going out. 

So, you control revenues, tax collection, estimation, comp-
trollership, budgeting, treasury operations, borrowing
money, and even lottery. 

Anything and everything to do with the money must come
to the CFO — whether you want to pass as legislation or build
a stadium, or build a big hotel. 

So, people come with all these notions of doing good, but at
the end of the day, it has to be financially viable and feasible.

That’s a massive responsibility, particularly since you have
to reckon with the politicians and their pet projects…

My 16 years in the District’s financial theater, 13 as CFO
managing its $12 billion annual budget, have not been with-
out difficulties. 

Practically every day has been a challenge. 
Managing a demoralized tax office staff early during my

tenure was particularly daunting. 
A 20-year $50 million embezzlement scheme involving

property tax refunds is but one example of the kind of corrupt
practices I have had to confront and root out. 

Yet, all financial issues in the District — from the fiscal suf-
ficiency of a minor legislative proposal to the building of a
$530 million baseball stadium, from allowing gay couples to
file joint tax returns to approving a ground-breaking teach-

ers’ union contract — the buck starts and stops at the door of
the CFO.    

I always tell my people — and I have about 1,200 people
working for me in the city — that you guys sit in your cubicle
doing your financial stuff, collecting taxes, etc and you think
nobody knows. 

But I tell them I know because what you do here will make
it possible for the mayor to provide a program for the home-
less, for a welfare child, for a school program, a specialized
children’s program — and all that is possible only when there
is money. 

When the city was literally bankrupt with all these hun-
dreds of millions of dollars of deficit, they had to cut services. 

All the stuff that should have been done, were not done,
primarily because there was no money. 

So, when you collect taxes, when you stabilize the finances,
when you are able to borrow money at a cheap rate, then you
make it possible for policy makers to provide the services —
to take care of the poor and those who are in need. 

And the city does have a need. 
I believe one-third of Washington, DC is Medicaid eligible

— 200,000 people are Medicaid eligible, the City’s adult illit-
eracy is 36 percent, meaning that one out of three residents
cannot read or write at a level where they can get a job. 

So, if you want to educate those people, we have to make
sure the city has money. 

Look at any health indices — hypertension, diabetes, infant
mortality — we are at the bottom in the country. 

So, to take care of those people that will need money, lots of
money. 

I just gave an additional $190 million for the remainder of
2013 in our revenue estimation and the mayor said $100 mil-
lion will be put into affordable housing. 

So, once again, that is possible only when you have stable
finances and that is how you use your skills to do that.

An ancient Athenian oath says: 
‘We will ever strive for the ideals and sacred things of the

city, both alone and with many. 
We will unceasingly seek to quicken the sense of public duty. 
We will revere and obey the city’s laws. 
We will transmit this city not only not less, but greater, bet-

ter, and more beautiful than it was transmitted to us.’ 
This has been my creed and this is what I have tried to do

over the last 16 years in Washington, DC.
As you retire — apparently they have still not been able to

find a suitable successor and I believe the Mayor has implored
you to stay on a little longer till there is someone to fill your
shoes — and reflect on your tenure, how much of a sense of
fulfillment do you feel that you have been able to make a tan-
gible and significant difference in the city that was virtually
bankrupt and also called the Murder Capital of the World?

An enormous sense of satisfaction. 
First of all, professionally, I have never done more impor-

tant work in my life than what I have done in the city — being
able to stabilize the city’s finances, preside over a $10-billion
financial enterprise, help elected leadership to accomplish
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Natwar Gandhi, left, with Henry Kissinger.
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their vision of taking care of the poor, taking care of the city’s
economic development. 

So, on that larger scale, I’ve been extraordinarily lucky to be
able to do that. 

On a personal scale, as I’ve often mentioned to you in the
several interviews and interactions we’ve had over the years,
I am a first-generation Indian immigrant with an accent —
some would say a heavy accent — and I am the chief finan-
cial officer of the nation’s capital. 

This is because of the generous American people and their
policy of inviting people from all over the world. 

And, no matter where they come from, as long as you can
contribute, they are willing to give you a position and oppor-
tunity to contribute. 

This is truly remarkable and that is why I said if you recall
the words of Henry Luce, that the 20th century is an
American century, I contend that the 21st century will also be
an American century, because despite all of the problems
that we have in this country, because of its liberal immigra-
tion policies, its innovation, its constant adaptability, will
make sure that we always stay in the forefront… and to me
that is really the strength of this country.

In addition to your public service to the Washington area
community, as well as to the US Congress in educating them
and keeping them abreast on a plethora of fiscal policies, you
have also never shied away from being an Indian-American
community activist. 

I remember in the early 1980s you were in the forefront of
testifying before Congress when the family reunification pro-
visions of the immigration bill were being threatened by the
Simpson-Mazzoli bill. 

Also over the years, you’ve been a conspicuous presence at
community events — politi-
cal, cultural, professional,
and always on hand to sup-
port and mentor the first and
next generation of Indian
Americans. 

What has made you always
find the time to also be an
Indian-American community
activist?

I firmly believe it is your
duty to be a contributing
member of that community
and to see how you can help
the others to the extent we
can provide a role model to
others. 

If because of either luck,
chance, ability, education,
that I have all these advan-
tages, I want to be sure that
others can participate in
those advantages. 

To me, it was extremely
important that Simpson-
Mazzoli  (Act of 1986) liberal-
ized our immigration laws
instead of restricting them. 

Thanks to our efforts, it led to the second major wave of lib-
eralization in the 1980s that brought in hordes of specialized
technicians, professionals, who could contribute to this com-
munity in a significant way. 

Secondly, I believe in this country, more than anywhere
else, it is organized action that matters. 

In Sanskrit there is a proverb that says, sangra shakti
kaloyugay, which means that it isn’t just individual action, it
has to be organized action that becomes a force. 

I believe the Indian-American community in an organized
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Along with his demanding career, Natwar Gandhi has made time for
his family, below, for the community, above, and for his passions. 
Along with writing poetry and learning music, he has also 
dabbled in acting, starring as Mahatma Gandhi in a play, right.

PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY: NATWAR GANDHI
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S
hortly after Dr Natwar Gandhi finished a decade in
office as chief financial officer, District of Columbia,
he had spoken to Aziz Haniffa about the financial
rejuvination of DC. 

An excerpt from that interview:

You are perhaps the longest-serving Indian-American CFO
in any administration. What has made you stick around for
this long?

The CFO in DC is among the most important positions in
the local government anywhere in the country. The CFO
here has extraordinary powers and responsibilities. 

Congress established the Control Board here just after the
state of New York did for the city of New York and at that
time they removed all the financial powers and responsibil-
ities from the mayor and the council and put everything
under the CFO. 

It made him independent of the mayor and the council.
So, the mayor appoints the CFO, the council confirms the
CFO, but the mayor cannot fire the CFO without a cause.
He has to have a two-thirds majority of the council and the
decision has to wait on the Hill (Congress) for 30 days.

This is as independent a CFO you can find anywhere in
the country. You can disagree with the mayor in the morn-
ing, (but) you can still be in office that afternoon.
Everywhere else, you’ll be sitting at home. 

The idea here was that Congress wanted to assure itself
that it wouldn’t have to worry about the city anymore. The
combined $10 billion budget of the city is the responsibili-
ty of Congress. So, when it went basically insolvent in the
mid-1990s, by appointing the Control Board and giving all
the power to the CFO, they made sure the city would always
remain financially viable, would always have a balanced
budget and would access the credit markets. 

All the financial people in the city — 1,200 of them —
report to the District’s CFO.

So, the CFO in the police department, the fire depart-
ment, schools, all report to the District CFO and not to the
police commissioner or mayor or anyone else. 

Again, the idea here is the CFO should have flexibility and
all the authority and the power to mange these finances…

This is probably your longest stint after your days at the
Government Accountability Office and your earlier days as
an aide to then Governor Jim Florio of New Jersey and as a
professor. 

Why didn’t you accept some of the offers to join the
Obama administration?

I find the job of the CFO the most challenging and most
rewarding job of my career. 

I was offered a few positions in the Obama administra-
tion, basically to run HUD (Housing and Urban Develo-
pment) as the chief of staff, to become an assistant secre-
tary at the Veterans Administration and also a top job at the
commerce department. 

I met all three secretaries, but at the end of the day, those
positions are — how shall I put it — you are answering to
someone. 

Here, you don’t have a so-called boss. 
Of course, you work very closely with the mayor, with the

council, with Congress, with the administration, particular-
ly OMB, but at the end of the day, you are independent.

How much did the embezzlement that happened in the DC
tax office affect your credibility and integrity?

If you live long in public life in this country, such things
happen all the time. 

Even though I have a 5-year tenure, I always say, you take
one day at a time. You never forget that. 

The second thing is that the embezzlement was going on

for 20 plus years, long before I was there. 
My sense is that, you do the best you can and you have

seen the results here. I am doing the best I can. 
I take full responsibility, but people realized that that’s

not my doing and they also thought that I was the best per-
son to fix that.

As far as I know, you’ve had very good relations with all the
mayors you served as well as the lawmakers in Congress who
serve the committees that have jurisdiction over DC and the
powers that be in Wall Street. 

The DC mayors’ relationship with Congress have hardly
been amiable. 

How have you balanced these relationships? 
What has led to the mayors appointing you again and

again?
In the mid-1990s, we had about $500 million in deficit in

our fund balance and then we went to $1.5 billion in fund
balance surplus. 

Since then we’ve had 14 consecutive balanced budgets
from junk bonds to triple AAA (shows pocket chart he car-
ries around indicating the continuing rise in the city’s sur-
plus). 

I joined the city in 1997. Since that time it has been a sur-
plus every year and we’ve gotten numerous credit upgrades.
We currently enjoy a Triple AAA credit rating.

So, what I have is built up credibility and at the end of the
day — and this is the American genius — they look at a per-
son and see the guy has done the work, has credibility. 

There was a time I remember, during the Marion Barry
era, when people were leaving DC in droves, but now the
housing market in DC is said to be one of the highest in the
country. 

How do you feel that all this, in a sense, has happened dur-
ing your watch?

We had an excellent mayor in Williams, followed by Fenty
and now Gray. I believe the city has gone through a renais-
sance.

Right now, it is the most attractive commercial real estate
property market in the country, if not the world.

People want to come to the city. It’s kind of a hip city.
Younger people want to live in a city where they can walk to
restaurants, theaters, museums, movies. You can certainly
do it here. 

If you remember, in the mid-1990s, DC was called the
murder capital of the world. It is all changed now… 

The city has more first-rate theaters per capita than any
place in the country. It has the world renowned
Shakespeare Theatre, the Kennedy Center, Arena Stage,
among others. 

Also, because it’s the federal seat of power, the city has
great attraction. 

We have among the most sophisticated populace in the
country and a great deal of the stability comes from the fed-
eral government. �

In the seat of extraordinary
powers and responsibilities

A flashback to the time Natwar
Gandhi crossed the 10-year

milestone as chief financial officer of
the District of Columbia.
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Natwar Gandhi finds the job of CFO of DC the most 
challenging and most rewarding of his career. 



W
hen Navin Jarecha’s dear
friend from college wrote to
him about his frustrating
job as a gofer in a wholesale
cloth market in Bombay, he

knew he had to do something. 
The Natwar Gandhi he remembered was a

brilliant mind — after all they had bonded
over writing poetry — and he knew his friend
would be destroyed if he didn’t get him out. 

Jarecha left no stone unturned — from
arranging admission for Gandhi, to getting
him a visa, organizing his tickets and a schol-
arship — in getting his friend to the United
States.

This is the story of a rare friendship.

How did you and Natwar Gandhi meet and
become friends?

We were students at Sydenham College in
Bombay. We used to write poetry together, so
that’s how we became friends. 

He’s been writing poetry for a very long time
— this goes back to 1955 or 1960. 

I came here in 1960, he came here in 1965. I
came for my MBA and I stayed. 

We were still connected then through letters
and all that. And then he came too.

You played a role in his coming over to the
US? What was that like?

He wrote me a letter telling me that it’s not
worth living in India. 

He was very frustrated. He was a brilliant
mind, and he was working at a cloth market in
Bombay. He was working as a, you know, peo-
ple tell him, ‘Go get this, go get that.’ 

Can you imagine this guy running around
getting tea and all this stuff? 

It’s unbelievable the life that he lived there. 
He wrote me a letter and explained the cir-

cumstances of living in a kholi (a small room), and he had to
change his house every three months because you can’t afford
to get a place in Bombay when you don’t even have a job. 

I sent him some money and told him to get his passport
ready. 

I was a businessman and had gone to school in Atlanta, so
I had to sign all the papers and take responsibility for him. 

Then we sent him the I-20 and I got some funds together
for his tuition and transportation. Then I sent him the ticket
and he came. 

I picked him up at the airport with his little briefcase with
all his papers, no clothes, nothing. I had told him not to bring
anything. 

We stopped at a store and picked up clothes and everything
for him, and the rest is history. 

You helped him tremendously...
I sponsored him. He was a student and then I got him a

part-time job. 
Whatever other little things he needed, like going out to eat

and all that, I would take care of it. 
The money he was making, he was sending it to his wife

because she was in India, and she needed support money too
because she was not working. 

So, we worked it out like that. 
When he finished and he started a job, he was on his own

after that. 
After his MBA, he went for his PhD. 
As his friend, how have you seen him change and grow over

all this time and through his career?
Well, he was always very smart. 
When he was in India and we were writing poetry togeth-

er, he was brilliant in that and almost anything that he did
was like this. 

That was the main incentive for me to get him here. I knew
that he would just destroy himself, that the country would
destroy him, and he would not get a chance to grow at all
back there. 

I’m talking about the ’50s and ’60s, when it was difficult to
get a job that will pay you even Rs 150. 

In fact, I had the experience: I went back to India in 1970
to 1975. I couldn’t get a job with my MBA there. It was very
difficult then. 

Right now it’s very easy, but in those days there were very
few industries and very few jobs. I could not work in a high
school doing clerical work. 

You couldn’t get a job there unless you knew somebody. 
I’ve helped other people come here too, but he’s the best

one who has rewarded himself and the country and the econ-
omy here. 

He was working at the University of Pittsburgh and he got

recruited into working at the Government
Accountability Office. And from there, he was
picked by the United States Senate to head the
Washington job because Marion Barry (then
mayor of the District of Columbia) had messed it
up totally. He was running a deficit for quite a few
years. 

So, they put someone in charge who was report-
ing to a commission that was established by the
Senate. And he reported directly to them instead
of the mayor. 

Once they were happy with him, they turned
him loose on his own, and he was his own boss; he
didn’t have to report to the mayor even or anyone
else. 

I am so proud of the job he has done. Beyond
any doubt, he’s a very honest person, so nobody
can point any fingers at him to even say, ‘You took
$2 worth of a bribe,’ and that is the greatest thing. 

He has a very strong character. He’s a real
Gandhian, with the name, the culture and the
character. 

Natwar Gandhi has these two sides to him — the
finance and the poetry. How does he balance the-

se?
He was writing even before college, and so was I, so it was

always developing. 
Him, myself, and Meghnad Bhatt — he was a part of us

three musketeers writing poetry, but unfortunately Bhatt has
passed away now. 

Gandhi is very much into literature, but also very much
into the field of accounting and finance. He has written quite
a few poetry books, and the first one he wrote he dedicated to
me. 

I was a good friend of his wife and his children, Apoorva
and Sona. There was just a natural talent on the literature
side. 

Didn’t he want to pursue that as a profession?
One has to make a living (laughing). You cannot make a

living writing poetry! 
Even with me, I have an MBA and a business, but I’m a

photographer. 
So, a lot of people have two sides because you can’t make

living out of one, so you have to stick to the other one where
you make a living. 

‘Can you imagine this guy
running around getting tea?’

In conversation with Chaya Babu, Navin Jarecha, the friend who helped Natwar Gandhi
escape a deadbeat job and come to the US, looks back at a friendship that

has lasted almost 60 years.

Navin Jarecha has helped other people come to the US too, but, he says, Natwar Gandhi is the best
of them in what he has done for the country and the economy here. 
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But he has a great passion for the writing,
and he’s a very accomplished poet.

How has Natwar Gandhi fulfilled his goals
through his career in finance and economics?

A big example is what he has done with the
DC finances — there’s almost $2 billion in
surplus right now, compared to $.5 billion
deficit before he took over. And he hasn’t
missed a year without accumulating more on
the plus side, so that is a great achievement. 

He’s also known as ‘Dr No’ because every
penny coming into Washington and going
out has to go through him, so the city council
cannot just do whatever they want to do; it
has to go through him. 

How is he known amongst friends?
Personally he’s known for his literature and

for being a very friendly person. 
He will not look down on anyone; he will

make friends with rich, poor, known,
unknown. 

He’s a member of the Gujarati Literary
Academy here. In fact, we were the charter
members of it; we started it with a few other
people, and it’s a 30- or 40-something year
old organization now in New York. 

Some of his writing is on the theme of the
American dream. What does that mean to
him?

We discuss this a lot — it’s been about 40 or
almost 50 years now. 

When were young, we’d always talk about
what we were going to do next, how were
going to plan our lives and all that. 

I think he’s done a really good job of stay-
ing in touch with India but excelling here. 

But I think he realizes that if he were in
India, he would not have amounted to much
the way he has been able to do here. 

He very firmly believes that this is a coun-
try of opportunity if you have the talent and

if you’re willing to work at it. 
In the days when he came here and I came

here, it wasn’t like that at all in India — now
maybe it’s more possible and it’s getting
there. 

The opportunities exist now. I think we
both think it’s much closer to (being a place

of opportunity) except for the corruption
part of it. 

It has made great strides in terms of the
industry and economy and liberalization and
everything else. 

So, the good and bad is coming with it —
with the advancement, corruption has gotten
out of control. 

I think we both feel this way, if corruption
wasn’t there, we would be so much further
ahead. And yes, he cares very much about
India still. 

How has he embodied this dream and how
does he continue to do so?

Natwar has made great strides in making
himself a full-fledged American, besides
being actually Indian. 

He has accomplished a lot by taking charge
of his life; he has taken advantage of every
opportunity, job, or assignment that came
his way, whether that be in finance or litera-
ture. Did you know he played Gandhi in one
of the plays in Washington? And that got
very good reviews!

He’s a great man, and he will be great in the
rest of his life. He will accomplish a lot in
addition to what he has accomplished. 

I think he’s going to devote himself more to
social issues and literature (after retirement).
I think he’ll be traveling and speaking a lot,
including in India. 

He gets invited to speak to impart his wis-
dom to a lot of people, and I’m sure he’ll be
helping a lot of people. 

I think that’s what I expect of him. 
I always tell him: ‘I helped you. Now you

help other people.’ �

‘Can you imagine this guy
running around getting tea?’
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Natwar Gandhi, left, at a community event. While Washington, DC knows him as the formidable ‘Dr No,’ his
friends know him for his grasp of literature and for being a friendly person.

COURTESY: NATWAR GANDHI

fashion can make much more of a difference
as you have seen first-hand and indeed
reported first-hand. 

If one sits in one’s office and you do your
own thing, that’s well and good, but collec-
tive, concerted action is the heart of the Am-
erican democracy, and unless you have a col-
lective action you will not succeed. 

It was this kind of collective action that
made us prevail when we made sure that
Congress and Congressional leaders addr-
essed our concerns on the immigration issue
nearly three decades ago.

You have said that now in your retirement
years, you want to engage your passion for
poetry — it was at 64 that you wrote your first
book of poetry. 

You are learning music at age 72. 
You have also set out on another wonderful

journey with your significant other and want
to travel with her and share your common
love for poetry. 

How important is it for you to continue to
give vent to these passions at this stage of your
life and live life to the fullest?

I believe the real lesson one has to learn
about life is one has to make sure there is a
constant renewal, and the more diverse
interests you have, the more alive you
become — the more rejuvenated you are. 

Of course, I specialized in accountancy, but
that does not mean that I don’t have other
facets of my life. In Sanskrit again, I would
say that you must have sahitya sangetu kala
vihayna, shakhda the pashpuhta vishahey-
hegnam, which translates into — if you don’t
have interest in literature, if you don’t have
those interests, then you are basically living
an animal life. 

I believe specializing in accounting has not
brutalized my sensitivity. 

If anything, I crave for it more and I always
had interest in life and literature in politics,

but because I devoted the bulk of my life to
the professional of accounting, at some point
I said, if I want to be a poet, maybe it’s about
time to begin. 

So, I concentrated on writing poetry and I
have now published three volumes. 

America, America, comprising 50 sonnets,
which I have done in highly disciplinary
Sanskrit, and they are about reflections of an
immigrant in America, how I see America. 

The next volume is India, India, where as
an immigrant, I’ve settled in this country, but
when I go back to India, what do I see there
— how does India look to me now. 

There are another 50 sonnets on India,
viewed from an American perspective of a
naturalized citizen. 

And, then the third volume called
Pennsylvania Avenue, because my office
overlooks Pennsylvania Avenue, and it talks
about my disillusionment, particularly dur-

ing the Bush years, as to what went wrong in
this country, particularly its foreign policy,
and the disastrous wars that we had under-
taken in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Why did I return to literature late in life to
publish three collections of poems written
mostly in arcane Sanskrit meters? 

Or for that matter, why now at an advanced
age of 72, am I taking piano lessons? 

Why did I accept my first-ever acting role
playing the lead character of Mahatma
Gandhi in a highly cerebral play about the
independence and Partition of India? (The
play was recently performed in several cities,
including at the landmark Shakespeare
Theater in Washington, DC). 

I seem to be driven by an abiding ambition
to be relevant and to excel in whatever it is
that I am doing at any particular point in my
life. 

I do not think I can settle for mediocrity or
insignificance. 

This desire to excel pushes me to strive to
overcome, and not reconcile with, the diffi-
culties that I face. � 
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met Natwar Gandhi about 35 years ago. 
Suresh Dalal, the late distinguished

Gujarati poet and a dear friend, was visiting
the United States. I took him to Washington.
Gandhi had just moved to Washington on a

one-year fellowship from Pittsburgh where he was
on the faculty of Pitt Business School. He was our
host in DC and had arranged a literary program for
us. 

Gandhi’s fascinating literary introduction of
Suresh showed a deep familiarity and understand-
ing of Gujarati poetry. He even selected a beautiful
poem from Suresh’s vast oeuvre and recited it so
well that both Suresh and I were impressed. He
had dabbled in poetry in his college years. 

While I wrote poetry in blank verse, Gandhi’s for-
ays into poetry were in classical mode and in diffi-
cult Sanskrit meters. He showed an amazing grasp
of Sanskrit meters and mostly wrote sonnets. 

It was only later that I learned that he was an
accountant by profession and had never studied lit-
erature. 

I thought I should get to know him better.
In the years that followed, we collaborated to

establish the Gujarati Literary Academy of North
America of which he became the founding secre-
tary-treasurer and I became president. In the
process of organizing the Academy’s many pro-
grams throughout the East Coast, we visited each
other often and developed a close family friend-
ship. 

While I devoted myself to developing a literary
career, Gandhi concentrated on his professional
career — first in academia and then in government. 

His one-year fellowship in Washington turned
into a government career in senior positions first at
the US General Accounting Office and then in the
government of the District of Columbia. 

Gandhi is credited with playing a significant role
in the District’s financial transformation from a near-insol-
vent, junk bond-rated jurisdiction into a financially stable,
AAA-rated municipality.  

I got to know Gandhi better in the last few years as we
drew closer for we both had lost our respective spouses a
few years ago after decades of marriage. 

The most surprising thing that I learned about him was
that he was no boring bean counter. He was a romantic! 

Despite his stern reputation (Dr No!) as the District’s
Chief Financial Officer responsible for its $12 billion budg-
et and perennially obsessed with its overspending and
deficits, Gandhi was a romantic at heart with choice poetry
on his tongue. 

He knows I like roses, so he never fails to bring me roses
every time he visits me. 

Recently on a cruise, he would habitually wake up early
around 4 am (a most annoying habit!) and write a sonnet
for me every day. When I would wake up, he would read the
day’s fresh sonnet to me as we relished our morning tea in
balcony overlooking the Caribbean Sea.  

What could be more romantic for a woman?
Gandhi is a driven man. He came from a very humble

background and reached the pinnacle of his profession, yet
he never takes himself seriously. He often says if you take
your work seriously but not yourself, you get a lot done in
Washington. 

What I like best about him is his quick-witted, self-
deprecatory sense of humor. He has hair jokes (he is
bald) and government jokes (he has been a civil ser-
vant most of his life) in equal number. He is famous
among friends for his uproarious laughter. 

Above all, he makes me laugh, and I like that in a
man. 

I also like his venturesome nature. He wants to try
out different things, away from his 24/7 job and the
office. 

Late in life he rejuvenated his love for poetry and
published three well-received collections of his
poems. He often goes around the country giving po-
etry recitals. We just returned from giving such
recitals in the United Kingdom. 

As if this is not enough, last year he played a lead
role of Mahatma Gandhi in a two-hour play about
India’s independence movement and the Partition.
The play had performances around the country,
including one in Washington’s the prestigious Shake-
speare Theater with the District’s political establish-
ment, including the mayor, in attendance. 

This thespian venture was his first ever, yet he did
not hesitate to take such a demanding role in a high-
ly intellectual play. Only recently, he began learning
the piano!  

Last year, we were in India giving poetry recitals.
The Indian trip brought us together, and we talked a
lot about our life together and committed to each
other. 

In preparation for our future together, he decided
to give up his prestigious CFO position. He said he
wanted to spend more time with me and travel and
do things together that we both like. 

He sent shockwaves in Washington by resigning
the position to which he was nominated and con-
firmed for a third 5-year term only in July last year.
(He has been the longest serving — 13 years! —
municipal CFO in the country). 

The Washington Post carried the story of his resignation
on the front page of its A-section above the fold February 1,
2013. 

As I look forward to being with him in my golden years, I
feel extraordinarily lucky. 

At last, I have found the man of my dreams. �

Panna Naik is a distinguished Gujarati poet who has been
active on the Gujarati literary front for about four decades.
She has also done pioneering work in the teaching of
Gujarati language and taught second-generation students
for years in her capacity as adjunct professor at the
University of Pennsylvania.

The most surprising thing that I learned about Natwar Gandhi was that he was
no boring bean counter; he was a romantic, says Panna Naik.

Natwar Gandhi with Panna Naik at the India Abroad Person of the Year Awards last year.
PARESH GANDHI
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A
s the chief financial officer for
the District of Columbia, Dr
Natwar Gandhi has been the
District’s foremost proponent of
responsible fiscal stewardship. 

In my decade working with Dr Gandhi,
including my time as mayor of the District
of Columbia, Gandhi was my turnaround

partner, a voice of eminent competence,
and a persistent advocate for the District’s
fiscal health. He presided over an ever-
expanding string of balanced budgets, clean
audit opinions, and increasing bond ratings
as the District recorded the most rapid
recovery from fiscal insolvency in US histo-
ry. 

In what was a crucial crisis period for the
District of Columbia, Gandhi exhibited dili-
gence and discipline as he navigated the
District on a conservative path to revamp its
financial status and future, an approach
that has been vindicated by the District’s
current financial strength.

Gandhi’s tenure as CFO has won acclaim

and respect from our City Council, the
Washington-area business community, Wall
Street and international observers. Perhaps
most importantly, Gandhi has engendered

Icommend India Abroad for its decision to honor Dr
Natwar Gandhi with the India Abroad Award for Life-
time Achievement. 

Over the past 16 years, Gandhi has provided sterling
leadership in his financial management of the District of
Columbia. First as tax commissioner and later as chief
financial officer, Gandhi has used his superb intellect and
interpersonal skills, often under difficult circumstances,
to improve the District’s financial standing. 

I am proud to have partnered with Gandhi to improve
the fiscal standing of the district to the point where we
now enjoy AAA ratings from Wall Street, a robust fund
balance for rainy days, and economic development proj-
ects that are the envy of every other city in the country.

Our nation is one that welcomes men and women from
all over the world to pursue their dreams and contribute
to society. Gandhi is a shining example of the kind of role
model and leader who comes to this country from modest

means and puts to work his talents and tenacity to
achieve great things and make a difference for the com-
mon good.

On the behalf of the residents of the District of

Columbia, my deepest thanks for recognizing Gandhi for
his outstanding work on behalf of our beloved city. �

Vincent Gray is Mayor, District of Columbia.

Role model of the
immigrant narrative

Natwar Gandhi is a shining example of the kind of person who comes here from modest means and puts to
work his talents and tenacity to achieve great things, says Washington, DC Mayor Vincent Gray.

Natwar Gandhi presents the District of Columbia’s annual financial report in 2004.
Standing behind him is then DC Mayor Anthony Williams.

‘My
turnaround

partner’
Anthony Williams, 

former Mayor, Washington, DC,
hails Natwar Gandhi.
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N
atwar Gandhi, who recently annou-
nced his retirement as chief financial
officer of the District of Columbia,
leaves the capital city of the United
States in far better fiscal shape than he

found it in. 
The one-time accounting student from a village in

Gujarat earned widespread admiration for his skill
in transforming the financial condition of the city of
Washington and is a recognized leader in urban
finance in his adopted country. 

Although Washington is the capital of a wealthy
nation, the city itself has a weak tax base and a his-
tory of fiscal miss-management.

In 1995, the city was virtually bankrupt and the
federal government had to come to its rescue. As
budget director in President Bill Clinton’s adminis-
tration at the time, I was charged with finding a way
to put the city back on its fiscal feet. 

We knew a temporary bail-out would not suffice.
We had to make a lasting institutional change and
install stronger financial leadership. So, we created
a new position — an independent chief financial
officer with major powers and responsibilities. 

Gandhi was recruited by the first CFO, Anthony
Williams, to straighten out the struggling tax
administration of the city, but was promoted to CFO
in 2000 soon after Williams became mayor.

Under Gandhi’s leadership, the city has gone from
a fiscal embarrassment to one of the most solidly
financed jurisdictions in the country. It now has a
strong fund balance, an excellent credit rating, and
its financial management systems have gone from
creaky and inadequate to modern and informative.
Professional tax collection has enabled the improve-
ment of public services. 

Gandhi has overseen the financing of major eco-
nomic development projects, including a handsome
new baseball stadium, and neighborhoods are
reviving all over the city. 

As Gandhi leaves his challenging post, he should
feel a strong sense of satisfaction at a job well done. 

Residents of Washington should be grateful for
his hard work on their behalf, and the Indian-
American community should be proud of his con-
tributions. �

Alice Rivlin served as director, Office of Manag-
ement and Budget (becoming the first woman to
hold the Cabinet-level position), and as vice chair,
Federal Reserve, during the Bill Clinton administra-
tion. She also served in President Barack Obama’s
National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and
Reform.  She is currently visiting professor, George-
town Public Policy Institute, and senior fellow, eco-
nomic studies, The Brookings Institution.

Under Gandhi’s
leadership…

The District of Columbia has gone from a fiscal embarrassment
to one of the most solidly financed jurisdictions in the country, says
Alice M Rivlin, former director, Office of Management and Budget. 

Natwar Gandhi is today recognized as a master of urban finance.

respect for the District before the US
Congress and has received consistent praise
from the District’s congressional oversight
committees for his contributions to the
District’s financial performance. 

His steadfast commitment to fiscal
integrity, balanced budgets and clean audit
opinions serve as a successful model for
other cities struggling to improve their
financial systems. 

As CFO, Gandhi enforced politically diffi-

cult decisions to ensure the protection for
the long-term financial interests and stabil-
ity of the District.

Perhaps more important than his profes-
sional accomplishments, Gandhi is a trust-
ed friend to leaders throughout the District
of Columbia. His personal character, com-
mitment and charisma throughout his serv-

ice to the District have augmented his work
to bring assurance and confidence back to
the District’s financial operations. 

Gandhi often refers to himself as ‘just a
bean counter.’ Those of us who know him
understand that his contributions extend
far beyond his financial acumen. 

As a colleague and friend, it is a pleasure

to watch him succeed and receive such an
outstanding honor as the India Abroad
Lifetime Achievement Award 2012. �

Anthony Williams served as the first
chief financial officer of the District of
Columbia. He also served as a two-term
mayor of the District.

‘My turnaround partner’PAGE M67

PARESH GANDHI

SPONSORED BY

HOSPITALITY
SPONSORS

EXCLUSIVE 
MEDIA

SPONSOR

India Abroad Person Of The Year 2012 10
YEARS

CELEBRATING

M68 INDIA ABROAD, JUNE 2013



Raj Chetty is the winner of the 2012 MacArthur Fellowship, popularly known as the genius grant, and the John Bates Clark Medal,
otherwise known as the Baby Nobel.

R
aj Chetty may not have been around
when you last bought olive oil or the
therapeutic soap or cake mix at a sup-
ermarket. 

But he was at a California supermarket a few
years ago, checking out if  customers calculated
what a bottle of shampoo and other items would
cost with sales tax, and if knowing this before
they reached the counter would led them to
change their mind about buying the items.

It was one of many experiments that have
made Harvard Public Economy Professor Raj
Chetty, 33, one of the most discussed and hon-
ored economists in the country. 

The traditional assumption in economics, he
has said, is that you are keeping such taxes in

mind when you make purchasing decisions.
‘But we wanted to test the assumption and we

started studying the buying pattern in a large
grocery store, with the owner agreeing on put-
ting special price tags on items.’
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He is often mistaken by grad students at Harvard
as one of their classmates till he takes the podium... 

Arthur J Pais profiles Raj Chetty, 
the India Abroad Face of the Future Award 2012, 

one of the world’s most brilliant economists, 
who may win a Nobel Prize one day. 

The Genius

For being one of
the world’s most
brilliant
economists; for
pushing the
frontiers of
economic
thought; for
being a true
genius poised for
greater glory.

FROM THE
EDITORS
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‘We added these tags that said $7.99 plus
California sales tax equals whatever the price of
the item was,’ he said in an interview over three
years ago, adding that the owners limited the
experiment to hair care products and cosmetics.
They assumed the price tags would cause cus-
tomers to buy less.

“They (the owners) were right,” Chetty had
said in an interview with India Abroad then.
“We were able to show that demand for these
products fell by 8 or 10 percent. It was as if cus-
tomers were ignoring the tax before we put
these tags on.”

***
You don’t have to be a Nobel Laureate to know

that good teachers have a huge and life-long
impact on students. But it becomes a formida-
ble argument when economists like Raj Chetty
study the achievements of teachers and their
students, collect extensive data and create infor-
mation that not only makes into the national
media, but also catches the attention of
President Obama who used it in a State of the
Union address.

Chetty and his colleagues, including Harvard
Kennedy School associate professor of public
policy John Friedman, examined data from
Project STAR, a study of nearly 12,000
Tennessee kindergartners conducted in the mid-
1980s. 

Other analyses of Project STAR showed that
children in small classes, and those with the best
teachers, scored higher on standardized tests in
the primary grades. 

But by the time those students reached junior
high, the advantage vanished, a phenomenon
known as ‘fade out.’ 

‘By the time they’re in seventh or eighth grade,
the kids in a better kindergarten class are not
doing any better on tests than the kids in not-so-
good classes,’ Chetty told the Harvard Gazette. 

Conventional wisdom held that the boost from
a good kindergarten ebbed with time. ‘What’s
really surprising about our study,’ Chetty says, ‘is
that (the advantage) comes back in adulthood,’
he added.

When he and his colleagues looked at what the
students — now in their early 30s — recently
earned, they found that those who had the best
kindergarten teachers are better off. 

‘We estimate that if you move from an average
teacher to an excellent teacher, each student
gains an average of $1,000 per year in earnings,’
Chetty, who recalls he had excellent teachers at
the St Columbus school in New Delhi, has said.
‘If you add that up over a student’s working life,
and adjust for inflation and interest rates, you
get a total lifetime gain of around $16,000 per
child.’ 

‘In a classroom with an average of 20 students,
an excellent teacher means a total gain in earn-
ings of $320,000 for the entire class. And stu-

dents from small classes experienced other
important advantages — they were more likely
to attend college, to own a home, and to save for
retirement.’

***
New Delhi-born Chetty, the third child and

the only son of economist and Boston University
professor Dr V K Chetty and Tufts medical
researcher Dr Anne (Anbu) Chetty, is a gangly
but towering personality. 

He looks much younger than his age and is
often mistaken by grad students at Harvard as
one of their classmates till he takes the podium,
dressed elegantly but casually.

He graduated from the University School of
Milwaukee in 1997 after having come to
America at age nine and started on a healthier
life, putting behind his severely asthmatic child-
hood. 

He received his BA from Harvard in 2000 and
PhD from Harvard in 2003 at the age of 23. He
was an assistant professor at UC-Berkeley and
returned to Harvard in 2009 as one of the
youngest tenured professors in Harvard’s 350-

year history. 
Chetty has been named one of the top econo-

mists in the world by The New York Times and
the Economist magazine. In 2012, he received a
MacArthur ‘Genius’ Fellowship for ‘illuminating
the key policy issues of our time.’ 

Most recently, he received the John Bates
Clark medal, given by the American Economic
Association to the best American economist
under age 40. Many previous winners of the
Clark Medal have gone on to win the Nobel
Prize. 

At 33, Chetty is the youngest-ever recipient of
the Clark Medal since 1947.

‘Raj Chetty is a remarkably productive econo-
mist whose contributions assimilate evidence
using a variety of methodological perspectives to
shed new light on important public policy ques-
tions,’ AEA said in a statement, announcing the
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One of the youngest
professors at Princeton,
mathematician extraor-
dinaire, a musician of
unusual talent,
Dr Manjul Bhargava
won the inaugural India
Abroad Face of the
Future Award 2008.

An astrophysicist
exploring brave new
worlds, she pushes the
frontiers of our knowl-
edge, constantly. It is
the enchanting promise
of future achievements
that India Abroad rec-
ognized last year by
conferring on
Dr Priyamvada
Natarajan its Face of the
Future Award 2009.

A pioneering innovator
in social networking, he
built Foursquare, a
community of 20 mil-
lion people and count-
ing across the world. We
honored Naveen
Selvadurai with the
India Abroad Face of
the Future Award 2010.

For being a technologi-
cal genius; for develop-
ing innovative sensor
systems to improve the
quality of daily life; and
for being a brilliant,
young visionary, we
honored MacArthur
Fellow Dr Shwetak Patel
with the India Abroad
Face of the Future
Award 2011.
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Raj and Sundari Chetty with Montek Singh Ahluwalia, deputy chairman, India’s Planning Commission. Raj caught the
eye of not just economists, but also the media and politicians soon after he began
teaching at UC, Berkeley. 
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Clark Medal, which is often called the ‘Baby Nobel,’ for
Chetty. 

‘His work extends basic price theory by incorporating
behavioral and psychological aspects of economic behavior;
reconciles results from different branches of economics,
whether between structural and reduced form economists,
or among previously inconsistent estimates of key parame-
ters such as labor supply elasticities; and employs data that
are uniquely suited to answer otherwise unanswerable
questions.’

‘He has,’ the AEA noted, ‘established himself in a few short
years as arguably the best applied micro-economist of his
generation.’

What sets Chetty apart from many of his colleagues is that
he comes up with creative ways of using data to understand
how the economy works, many academics, including his
Harvard mentor the legendary Martin Feldstein, have said. 

“He conducts his experiments in the real time and in the
real world,” says  Feldstein. 

Henry Aaron, an economist at the Brookings Institution,
a Washington, DC think tank, told Marketplace.org that
Chetty has a unique ability to look at data sets and ask the
right questions. 

‘And when you marry those two you get results to which
people pay attention,’ Aaron explained, ‘and I think that’s
been the case with Raj Chetty.’

Just as he was beginning to teach at Berkeley, Chetty start-
ed catching media attention.

‘At 28, economist Raj Chetty aligns theories with real-
world facts, leading him to surprising conclusions on taxes,
investing, and welfare,’ wrote The American, the online
magazine of the American Enterprise Institute, under the
title The Experimenter.

‘He combines a clean understanding of economic theory
with a great interest in data and the real world,’ James
Poterba, chairman of MIT’s economics department, told The
American. 

For 25 years, economists have debated how US corpora-
tions would react if there is a drastic change in rates, and
when the dividend tax rate was cut from a high of 35 percent
to 15 percent in 2003 Chetty and his collaborator, Emm-
anuel Saez, were the first to analyze the data and look for
changes, noted Poterba.

In their study, Dividend Taxes and Corporate Behavior:
Evidence from the 2003 Dividend Tax Cut, published in The
Quarterly Journal of Economics in 2005, Chetty and Saez
found not only that more companies paid out dividends
after rates were lowered, but also that they were likelier to
pay dividends if top executives had substantial sharehold-
ings in the firm.

The study found that efficiency and productivity suffered
when the dividend tax rate is too high — or when top exec-
utives own too few shares. 

Those factors can drive a wedge between the interests of
CEOs and shareholders, encouraging managements to rein-
vest earnings in lower-priority projects or frivolous purchas-
es, like a nonessential corporate jet or a plush office, The
American said. 

When rates were higher, Chetty explained, executives ‘had
a stronger incentive to keep that money within the firm and
get that private jet, instead of paying it out in the form… of

dividend income.’ 
The study was in response to the 2003 dividend tax cut by

the Bush administration, which increased dividend payouts
by companies by about 20 percent.

“My research and findings are not swayed by political con-
siderations,” Chetty told India Abroad. “For me, the emp-
irical data is the starting point. Some of my conclusions may
please the Republicans and some, liberal Democrats and
unions.” 

Many of his research projects have similarly challenged
the prevailing wisdom.

Among Chetty’s many admirers is the 2001 Nobel Lau-
reate, George Akerlof who has described Chetty’s work as
‘revolutionary.’

‘He had a new way of looking at the problems of the unem-
ployed. Raj emphasized that they find it very difficult to
meet their prior commitments,’ he told The American. ‘For
example, they must pay their rent or their mortgage, and
these commitments very much add to the difficulties of
being unemployed. Economists were just not thinking of
that until Raj came up with it. This is a very big innovation
in the theory of unemployment.’

In How Does Your Kindergarten Classroom Affect Your
Earnings? Evidence from Project STAR, Chetty and col-
leagues examined the long-run effects of the Tennessee

STAR experiment, which randomized students into class-
rooms with few students or the conventional number. 

The economists then persuaded the Internal Revenue
Service to link students in the STAR study to their later tax
records, allowing them to estimate the long-term impact of
class size.

The views of Chetty admirers, including Martin Feldstein,
were reflected in the MacArthur ‘Genius’ citation: ‘By asking
simple, penetrating questions and developing rigorous the-
oretical and empirical tests, Chetty’s timely, often surprising,
findings in applied economics are illuminating key policy
issues of our time.’

About three years ago Esquire magazine listed him as one
of ‘The Brightest: 16 Geniuses Who Give Us Hope.’ 

‘He may never be a best-selling author. Instead, he’ll just
change the way we live,’ declared the feature’s author Mark
Warren.

Chetty says he is humbled by the attention and the awards. 
“I did not ask for any of these honors,” he said. “Even

when the MacArthur came about, I was totally surprised.
I was having lunch with my mother in a Boston restau-
rant. I took the call, not knowing what it was about. The
awards and honors are reminders that I must continue
my work that could benefit a very large number of peo-
ple, especially children.” �
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President Barack Obama mentioned the findings of Raj Chetty, left, and John Friedman’s report titled ‘The Long-Term 
Impacts of Teachers: Teacher Value-Added and Student Outcomes in Adulthood’ in a State of the Union address.
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If you enjoy playing chess and lis-
tening to A R Rahman, you can
have a good time at Raj and

Sundari Chetty’s home in Cambridge,
Massachusetts.

If you enjoy fine food and impro-
vised dishes like the Naan Pizza that
the couple whips up for his six
nephews and nieces, you will have an
even more interesting time. 

The Harvard economist recently
made time for an interview with India
Abroad, ranging from his taste in
movies to his politically “incorrect”
research findings.

A few years ago I was interviewing
another MacArthur ‘Genius’ Dr Atul
Gawande who said one of his guilty
pleasures was mystery books, particu-
larly by novelists like Eric Ambler.
What are your guilty pleasures?

I like watching ‘action movies’ simi-
lar to Law and Order and any sort of
sports, rather than books.

Have you seen Iron Man 3? What are
some of your favorite action films?

I have not yet seen the newest Iron
Man. But I saw Zero Dark Thirty a few
months ago, and I liked it.

Among the favorites is a movie I saw
a long time ago, The Fugitive. 

I was in high school at that time. I
found it a very exciting and entertain-
ing movie. It was about a doctor who
has been falsely accused of killing his
wife. 

At that time I was thinking about
becoming a doctor, so maybe I related
to it in some way. 

I like watching these detective type
shows like Law and Order, shows that
involve some logic and are entertain-
ing. 

There’s another show called Numb3rs that is about a
mathematical detective. These are what I find interesting.

You were interested in medicine. Your mother is a physi-
cian and a researcher. And so are your sisters. 

What made you change your mind?
What changed my mind was — 
1. The experience of working in a lab in high school for 2

years, which I liked, but made me realize I’d prefer doing
something more mathematical/abstract that did not
involve using my hands to do lab work. 

2. Taking a phenomenal introductory economics class
with a professor at Harvard in my freshman year, and, 

3. Having a longstanding interest in social problems,
partly because my father is an economist who has worked
on major social issues in India.

What is your home life like?
I would say, very relaxed. 
We (wife Sundari is a stem cell

researcher at Harvard) do a lot of
things together.

We play tennis, cook together, watch
movies together, we also work togeth-
er — sometimes in the evenings we
work in the same room and often talk
about our work or about family or
whatever we’ve read. 

Sometimes, we ask each other for
feedback on each other’s work.

What sort of cooking do you enjoy
most?

Mainly Indian cooking. 
I help with cleaning up and cutting

vegetables and things like that. 
My wife has the actual skills for

cooking. 
We make many South Indian dishes.
What is your favorite South Indian

dish?
Probably, Okra Masala. I like it a lot

prepared in a South Indian style. 
I also like Dosas and Uthappam. 
We eat non-vegetarian as well, but in

recent years, vegetarian food is a big-
ger attraction.

You have addressed students and fac-
ulty in a number of places. Are there
any questions that people ask you that
surprise you?

What I find the most surprising
question from a lot of students in
India, when I give talks at universities,
is that they have a very different per-
ception of what professors do in the
US and what economics research
specifically is about.  

Many students thought, for instance,
that economics is basically a verbal
arts and humanities subject. And that
it would focus primarily on a lot of
writing and arguments and so forth
and was not a quantitative field. 

Whereas in practice, here economics
is completely a quantitative field,
purely based on statistics and math.

The IIT-type graduates who I was
talking to would be perfectly geared to
do that type of work and would be very
good at it. But I think that information
is not known among many people in

India. They are just not aware of it.
Tell us about teaching and the life les-

sons you share with your students.
What I find most inspiring about teaching is seeing stu-

dents making their own discoveries. 
Most of the teaching I do is at the graduate level. Most of
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‘What I like really about
academics is that

nobody cares about
what your age is. It’s

more about who has the
best ideas.’ 

Raj Chetty tells
Arthur J Pais.

‘Taking a phenomenal introductory economics class with a professor at Harvard in my freshman year,’ is one of the
things that influenced Raj Chetty’s career choice.
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‘I am fascinated by the power
economics has to transform lives’



these students are trying to develop their own research
careers and make contributions to society.

So, seeing some of them do
really well and write papers that
become influential and much
discussed, after being trained by
me and others here, is really
meaningful because you feel that
you’ve taught the students
enough so they can teach others. 

That’s really what I try to focus
on: To teach others how to think
for themselves, and how to teach
that next set of students to dis-
cover new things. 

And you know that’s a very dif-
ficult thing to try to teach
because it’s one thing to teach
what we already know; it’s much
harder to teach someone to find
out what we don’t know. 

So, we struggle to find out how
to teach that skill.

Can you give us an example?
For example, if you are doing

research on education policy, you
say these are the papers that
have been written so far. 

We know that teachers have
such and such effect and schools
have such and such effect, going
to the next step and saying these
are 10 important questions we
don’t know the answer to, then
teaching the students how to
come up with solutions, ways to solve the puzzle, I think is
the important challenge...

Often what I’ll do is to give the students exercises to work
on or have them work with me as a research assistant on a
project so that they really see how the discovery is made
rather than simply memorizing facts that were learnt.

Learning can be a two-way process. 
What have you learnt from the students?
That’s exactly what I was referring to: That teachers and

students working together can discover something very
gratifying.

Often I find that with students, you teach them some-
thing and within a few months they’ve written a new paper
or come up with a new idea that you’re citing in your work. 

So, that two-way feedback is incredibly helpful.
Many people must have told you that you look younger

than 33. 
Have you been mistaken for a student?
There were a number of times, while a professor, I was

mistaken for a graduate student or some other student. 
You know, people did not mean any insult.
What I like really about academics is that nobody cares

about what your age is or what your position is. 
It’s more about ideas, about who has the best ideas and

about ideas that are most likely to be right. 

That’s what allows you to succeed very quickly in aca-
demics, regardless of your age, as long as you have some-
thing to contribute.

Do younger professors get enough respect?
I think people tend to respect you more as you get older

and have more experience. 
There are two reasons for that: People tend to respect

those who are older, but also you become a better teacher. 
You know the first class I taught was definitely not as

good as the fifth class. 
I think it’s natural for students to see you more as an advi-

sor and a person they respect as you get a little bit older.
Please give us some examples of what you enjoyed in your

research.
I think the best ideas are those that seem very obvious

after the fact that you have come up with to that point. 
I think you get those type of ideas just by observing the

real world and not getting too caught up in academic liter-
ature, just focusing on what actually seems to be happening
in reality. 

To give you one example of the study that has a little bit
of that flavor is the paper on how unemployment insurance
affects the amount that people work. 

In the past, people thought there was this very distor-
tionary effect of providing unemployment benefits. 

That it makes people feel the value of working is much
lower, and so they end up taking much longer to find a job
with no real purpose.

But the way I was thinking about it is that maybe the rea-
son that when you give people higher unemployment ben-
efits they take longer to find a job is because now they can
afford to look longer for the type of job they really like. 

If you have no money and I give you a little bit of unem-
ployment benefits, now you have enough money to put food
on the table and help the family survive while you are
unemployed.  

And, that may make you take longer to find a job, but in
a way that’s not bad for the economy.

So it ends up changing the way you think about this
important policy, whether you want to have more unem-
ployment insurance or not.

You have studied situations that pleases neither the politi-
cal Left nor the Right.

Yes. One of my main objectives is not to be politically
biased while I’m doing research. 

It’s really important to just bring scientific evidence to
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Raj Chetty has repeatedly said he wants his work to help people, especially children. According to his mother he has shown this kind of caring
and compassion right from childhood.
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bear on these policy questions. 
So some of my studies end up naturally favoring

the conclusion and favoring what Democrats
would like, like this finding that I just described,
that unemployment benefits are not as harmful to
the economy as you might think. 

Other findings might support Republican view-
points like taxing corporations in the form of high
dividend taxes can be quite detrimental. 

Evaluating teachers more flexibly by using a
quantitative matrix and trying to keep the best
teachers and let the teachers who are not as effec-
tive go, using a merit-pay type of system seems
quite valuable. 

That’s more of a view point that a Republican
may support instead of a Democrat. 

I think I have various studies, some of which
favor the Democratic view and some of which
might favor the Republican view. 

My view is that I want to get this right.
You have been tirelessly stressing the impor-

tance of excellent teachers especially in kinder-
garten.

I would say that there is a lot of variation in
teacher quality. 

My guess is all teachers are trying their best to
help children, but you know it turns out that
some people are better teachers than others just
like some people are better at basketball than oth-
ers or some people are better baseball players
than others.

So, all of us have different innate abilities. 
It makes sense to try to keep people who are the

best at teaching in our elementary schools
because that has a huge impact on children in
America and in other countries. 

Teaching happens to be a profession where not
much value is attached. So, whether you are doing
well or not, you pretty much get tenure.

� � � �

Shortly after he won the MacArthur Genius
award, Raj Chetty gave an extensive interview to
Arthur J Pais. 

The excerpts from that interview, below, high-
light Dr Chetty’s school days in India and
America, and his fascination for economics.

What were your school days like?
I came to America with my parents and two

older sisters when I was about nine and went to a
school in Bethesda, Maryland. It was a little challenging
adjusting to a new environment. 

I had studied at St Columbus in New Delhi, where the
habit of answering a teacher’s question by standing up had
been ingrained in me. 

When I would get up to answer a question in the class in
Maryland, my class laughed at me. But I got over it and was
encouraged by the fact that I was able to do well academi-
cally. 

To my surprise, the school in Bethesda was actually much
easier and less rigorous than the Catholic school I had
attended in New Delhi, which made the transition much
easier.

Moving to the US was one of the many experiences over
the years that taught to me to adapt to different environ-
ments quickly. 

I think those experiences have had an impact on my
research, by making me think more abstractly and under-

stand that there are many different ways to look at
society and social problems.

I enjoyed and was lucky to excel in academics,
but I also enjoyed playing cricket when I was in
India. 

Later, in Milwaukee where my family had
moved from Maryland and Harvard, I enjoyed
video games and intra-mural basketball. 

I was a reasonably good shooter, but not a phys-
ical player. 

My friends would always make fun of me for try-
ing to ‘protect the brain.’

One of the earliest principles I learned in my life
is that passion makes a huge difference. 

It is very easy to spend time on things that you
are passionate about. I bring that passion to my
research and teaching every day.

What were your career goals when you were in
high school? 

My sisters and my mother are medical
researchers and at one time I thought I would be
a medical researcher too. 

But I also found out soon enough that I was
interested in abstract math and studying how the
society around me could be improved and
changed. 

This passion came partly by observing my father,
a well-known economist and statistician. Both my
father and mother encouraged me to think ambi-
tiously about doing something that would have
substantial impact on the world. 

One of the most powerful impacts on my life was
a visit to the Taj Mahal when I was a boy. I was
amazed by its beauty. At the same time I was also
amazed and disturbed by the poverty around the
Taj. 

The contrast has played an important role in
shaping my interest in studying social inequities
and finding ways to change the world, especially
the lives of needy children.

What fascinates you most as a researcher in eco-
nomics?

I am fascinated by the power that economics has
to transform millions of people’s lives, contrasted
with our relatively poor knowledge of how the
economy works. 

I think it is immensely important that we collect
data and obtain data-based answers to critical pol-
icy questions — such as the best way to design

health insurance policies or tax policy — irrespective of any
political considerations. 

We want to inform the public discourse using rigorous sci-
entific methods, so that key policy choices are not just based
on instinct or political opinion but rather on hard evidence.
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Raj Chetty, second from left, at IIT-Bombay. He says he is fascinated by the power that
economics has to transform millions of people’s lives, contrasted with our relatively poor
knowledge of how the economy works. 
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N
ot often do under-
grad students
take Professor
Carl Morris’s class

in statistics designed for
graduate students, but Har-
vard sophomore Raj Chetty
was among the brave few. 

“He was rather quiet, but
he was an A student,” Mor-
ris recalls. “It was a small
class, but he did exceptio-
nally well. All the other stu-
dents were quite old com-
pared to him. He must have
been a little older than 20.
Except for one course
where he got an A minus,
he was a straight A stu-
dent.”

Morris would discover
later that Chetty had alre-
ady started working on his
PhD thesis. He had a singu-
lar passion, the professor
adds. 

His 2003 PhD disserta-
tion, ‘Consumption, Comm-
itments, and Risk Pref-
erences,’ shed new light on unemployment
benefits. 

Morris points out it was just the begin-
ning of many innovative studies.

When someone is laid off, should the
government provide high benefits? 

Traditional theory says no, because the
general belief is that big benefits seeming-
ly reduce the incentive to find a job. 

‘Standard models predict that we should
have no safety net,’ argued Chetty. But
higher benefits are more in line with actu-
al needs, because most Americans have so
much income tied up in commitments,
such as payments for houses, cars, and
other comforts. 

‘There are a lot of things you can’t adjust
in the short term,’ he said, adding that

higher benefits could also spur consumer
spending.

Today, one of the most honored of Har-
vard professors, Chetty is a big favorite on
campus. 

“He is attracting some of the best stu-
dents,” Morris adds. “They want to offer
their best and take pride to be in his class.”

Morris admires the way Chetty has
focused on his academic goals. “From a
freshman to a PhD, he was able to achieve
this in just six years,” he adds. “Even the
best of Harvard students usually take
about nine years to complete this.” 

He also praises Chetty’s temperament.
“He is ambitious, but he is also calm and
friendly. When someone is a genius, and
he certainly is, it is nice to see the person

not being arrogant. He is certainly confi-
dent, but he never lets success go to his
head.”

“In some ways, he takes up after his
father,” Morris who has known the Chetty
family for quite some time, adds. 

Father V K Chetty, who has a doctorate
in statistics, is a professor of health eco-
nomics in the Department of Family
Medicine at Boston University. 

“One reason why fellow professors and
his students like him is that he is not pro-
moting himself,” says Morris

And Raj Chetty is not against enjoying
life. “He has a beautiful home, a beauti-
ful wife, and he knows how to handle
success.” �

— Arthur J Pais

‘Students take pride
to be in his class’

‘When someone is a genius, and he certainly is, it is nice to see
the person not being arrogant. He never lets success go to his head,’

says Professor Carl Morris about Raj Chetty.

Raj Chetty, center, took Professor Carl Morris’s, left, class in statistics designed for 
graduate students as an undergrad.

Together with my research group at
Berkeley and Harvard, we have applied
scientific methods to analyze a variety of
policy questions, ranging from the best
way to design corporate tax policies to
evaluating elementary school teachers to
designing unemployment insurance sys-
tems. 

Being able to tackle these important
issues and see our work have an impact on
the policy debate at a national level is very
rewarding and motivating.

How do you feel when politicians cherry
pick from your reports? 

For instance, when one line from your
report was widely quoted in Congressional
discussion (‘It is well known that unem-
ployment benefits raise unemployment
durations...’).

I recognize that politics will always play
a role in any important decision. 

My goal is to provide evidence on the key
facts, and what happens from there is
largely outside my hands. 

My hope is that in the end, solid evidence
will carry the day, but in the short run, I
accept that other factors may intervene.

A question I have asked most people I
interview is about their biggest fear. The
travel writer and novelist Paul Theroux
told me he was never afraid of not having
ideas for his novels, but he was afraid he
might write a boring novel. 

What are your fears?
I am afraid of following a big project

over the years and see that it has not
much of an impact. 

I want to use my limited time to maxi-
mize my impact by doing work that actual-
ly matters.

From time to time I get self doubts, but
then I look at how far I have come in my
research and draw confidence from the
people who believe in my work, and renew
my pursuit. �
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M
artin Feldstein, a star economist, peren-
nial candidate for the Nobel Prize, and
chairman of the Council of Economic
Advisers under President Reagan, was
not looking for a research assistant, but
when a freshman sent him a critique he

had written while he was at high school, Feldstein became
curious and interested. 

“He was just a freshman and I don’t know why he picked
me,” Feldstein, the the George F Baker Professor of Econo-
mics at Harvard and among the first few people to grasp
the breadth of Raj Chetty’s genius, recalled while chatting
with India Abroad from Britain. 

“When I read his review I said to myself, ‘This is brilliant,
I must make him an offer.’ It could have been a critique of
the work of Robert Fogel, the Nobel Laureate in economics,
recognized worldwide as an economic historian and scien-
tist,” Feldstein, who has degrees from Harvard and Oxford
universities, said.

Soon Feldstein, who has served as the chief executive offi-
cer of the prestigious National Bureau of Economic
Research, thought Raj Chetty, who was 17 then,
should not do mechanical things like analyzing
data. 

“To do so would not be a very good use of his time,
I concluded,” he added. “So I told him, ‘I will con-
tinue to pay you, but what you will do is to read a lot
of journals and then you and I will discuss what you
have read.’”

Chetty was a sophomore at Harvard when he
came up with the theory that higher interest rates
sometimes lead to higher investment, according to
The American Magazine, which said, ‘It was a coun-
terintuitive idea.’ 

Usually, companies invest less when interest rates
rise because higher interest rates increase the cost
of capital. But Chetty startled academia with his
theory that some companies, in fact, invest more
because they want to get revenue-generating proj-
ects off the ground sooner, rather than later, so they
can pay down that costly capital more quickly.

Feldstein, who loved Chetty’s discovery, encour-
aged his prized assistant to pursue his ideas. 

‘A professor likes nothing better than to have a
brilliant research assistant,’ he said in an interview
some years ago, ‘I realized Raj was quite unusual.
His sophistication and ability to work through
problems were higher than even the best under-
graduates at Harvard.’

“You recall rightly that I had pointed out that in
economics most people don’t do experiments,”
Feldstein told India Abroad. “They are happy to
take the data as they find it. At times they conduct
experiments in a class room. But these are not real-time
experiments. They don’t create novel experiments to under-
stand the way the world works.”

Raj was very different, and his approach to economic
problems and situations was “quite novel,” Feldstein added.

Feldstein, now 74, was about 38 when he received the
John Bates Clark Medal (popularly known as the Baby
Nobel) while his star student Raj Chetty won it aged 33
some weeks ago. But none of Chetty’s awards surprise
Feldstein. He has been expecting his star student to soar for
a long time.

After leaving Harvard with a PhD, Chetty, who had taken
up a job at UC, Berkeley, created an experiment to see if
separately labeling the sales tax on an item would affect
shopper behavior. He persuaded a large grocery chain to
allow him to post tags next to 750 of its products for three
weeks, showing how much the item cost with sales tax. 

The experiment caught the media’s attention; one news
report mentioned that the chain did not allow Chetty to
post signs on its most popular items, afraid that  sales
would slump.

“It was a very unusual and ingenious way of showing how

taxes affect shopping behavior — that people actu-
ally shopped less when they recognized the full cost
of what they were doing,” Feldstein said.

“Many economists are brilliant mathematicians,”
he continued. “Some are very good with data. Few
combine the two the way Raj does.” 

Chetty is drawn to the psychological underpin-
nings of economic theory, experts have pointed out,
adding it is one of the things that makes him a pio-
neer.

Feldstein and Chetty are in continual touch. “Even
when he was at Berkeley, we kept in touch and met
several times a year,” Feldstein recalls. “He would
bring his laptop when we met and show me the data
and diagrams and discuss what he was working on.
I was always eager to learn his progress.”

Chetty worked on his PhD at Harvard under
Feldstein’s supervision, but as per Harvard tradition
he could not immediately start working at Harvard.

“We have a very strict rule that Harvard PhDs
cannot be hired immediately,” Feldstein explained.
“We believe people should have experience in other
departments. If we don’t follow this rule, every
member of our department could say, ‘This is a bril-
liant student, let us hire him.’” 

Chetty spent five years teaching at UC Berkeley
and was offered tenure at Harvard in 2007 at the
age of 28, the same age as department superstar
Lawrence H Summers, secretary of the Treasury in
the Clinton administration.

He said it took him a year to weigh various
options before deciding on Harvard where he would

be joined by his wife Sundari who would be conducting
stem cell research as a post-doctoral fellow. 

‘I had thought about coming back to Harvard for some
time, as one always has an attachment to the place where he
went to school,’ Chetty had said in an interview then. ‘In
addition to its outstanding faculty, Harvard’s main attrac-
tions for me are its outstanding students and the central
presence of Cambridge in the economics profession.’ 

“He had offers from Princeton, Yale and many other
excellent universities,” Feldstein said. “But he decided on
Harvard.” �

Raj Chetty’s approach to economic problems and situations is ‘quite
novel,’ according to Professor Martin Feldstein, left.

COURTESY: RAJ CHETTY

‘Many economists are brilliant
mathematicians, few combine

the two the way Raj does’
Martin Feldstein was about 38 when he received the John Bates Clark

Medal, popularly known as the Baby Nobel, while his star student Raj Chetty
won it aged 33 a few weeks ago. 

But none of Raj Chetty’s awards surprise Professor Feldstein,
he told Arthur J Pais.
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R
aj was about four when he sat for a kindergarten
entrance exam for the famous St Columbus
School in Delhi. The school also had a test for the
parents, it was so demanding! 

As we were walking out of the school, Raj, who knew he
had done very well in the test, tugged at my hand and said,
‘Appa, I have passed the exam. But will they still admit me
if you or Amma fail in your exams?’

I don’t remember what I told him, but I do remember his
question vividly. 

We brought up our three children by and large by exam-
ple.

My thinking is that if I were to tell someone, especially a
young man, to do something, he would turn around and
say, ‘Why should I?’ 

I thought we should let Raj decide what career he want-
ed to pursue, even though my wife and her relatives want-
ed him to study medicine or do research in science. 

I also thought Raj should at least get a feel for what med-
icine is about. So, when he was his in early teens — we were
in Wisconsin then — I got him to be an intern with doctors.

One summer, he had just started shadowing an ophthal-
mologist at the Medical College of Wisconsin. On the first
day, the doctor asked Raj to follow him as he was going to
examine a patient. Raj saw the patient on the chair and
even before the doctor began the examination, Raj almost
fainted.

The doctor had to ask the patient to get up and make Raj
sit on the seat and helped him to regain his composure. Raj
has always been scared of blood being drawn. 

I knew right then, following the near fainting episode, he
was not going to be a medical doctor.

He also used to wonder how many diseases were incur-
able. And he would say, ‘What will I do with such incurable
diseases?’

People often ask me why Raj is so modest. One answer
could be he is so because he grew up in India meeting many
world famous scientists, mathematicians and statisticians
like Professors C R Rao and Anand Gadde Swarup who
presented to Raj the first programmable home computer,
the Sinclair MK-13 when he was three years old. Many of
them would come home when we were in New Delhi. My
children loved collecting their autographs.

As one of Raj’s undergrad professors, Carl Morris, at
Harvard pointed out, it took him quite some time to realize
how brilliant Raj was because of his very modest behavior.

Raj was an undergraduate at Harvard, but he was also a
TA (teaching assistant) to professors who were teaching
graduate courses.

My son is now an internationally recognized economist
and thinks of money matters, but he can often be outra-
geously absent minded. 

Haven’t we all heard of absent-minded professors?
His absent mindedness has been around him from his

early years.
Once he and several other Harvard students got into a car

— he had borrowed his mother’s car — but just as they got
out of campus, the car stopped. There was no gas. His first
response often is to call his mother. So, he called his Amma
to call the AAA.

The AAA wanted to know where the car was.
In front of Harvard Square, she said.
What is the nearby street, the man asked her.
My wife is a physician and she was in the hospital at the

time. So she had to say something like, ‘Oh, I can’t see well,

but you will recognize the car,’ and she gave the description.
Meanwhile a police officer stopped by the car and wanted

to know what was happening?
‘We are students from Harvard and we have run out of

gas and we are waiting for AAA,’ they said almost in chorus.
The officer gave a wry smile, shook his head, and said, ‘If

ever I need any help, you guys will be the last people I
would think of.’

On another occasion, he had come to Logan Airport to
take me home. As I was making my way to the parking lot,
I heard him desperately say, ‘Appa, do you have my car key?’
He had shut the door with the key inside. 

Fortunately, I was carrying duplicate keys in the left pock-
et of my jacket, and over the years, it had become my habit

to carry spare keys and a few important docu-
ments belonging to my children in one pocket
all the time! 

His story of turning up on the steps of Capitol
Hill to testify before the Senate Finance
Committee and not having cash to pay for the
cab has become famous. The cab driver could
not accept his credit card. But he looked closely
at Raj said, ‘You look like an important person.
You can send the money when you get home.’

Raj sent him some extra money after he
returned to Boston.

The pizza story is also quite well known. He
stands in the long line in the Harvard cafeteria
and when his turn to pay comes, he realizes he
has no money on him.

He looks around and spots Professor Carl
Morris.

‘Carl, can I borrow a dollar from you?’
Morris said, ‘Forget it, Raj. I will buy you the

slice.’ 
We returned to the US after working for 17

years in the best educational institutions in
India solely for the purpose of providing good
education to Raj. We planned every move start-
ing from the right time to move to another
school and where to live in the US. 

It has turned out to be much more rewarding
than we ever imagined. 

From the time when Raj was in high school,
he had very precise goals and worked hard to
achieve them. 

He wanted to go to Harvard and he did. He
wanted to become a tenured professor at
Harvard before he was 28 and he did. 

He aimed to reach the top of the profession and he got the
most prestigious Clark Medal given to the best economist
under 40. 

He has thus clearly and convincingly shown that with
clear goals, hard work and some luck, it is certainly possi-
ble to excel both professionally and personally. �

Dr V K Chetty is an economist and a statistician. He is cur-
rently a professor of health economics in the Department of
Family Medicine in Boston University. He has been a con-
sultant to the Prime Minister's Secretariat,  ministries of
finance and industrial development and the Planning
Commission in India and to the United Nations and the
World Bank.

‘People often ask me
why Raj is so modest’
He is now an internationally recognized economist, but he can often

be outrageously absent minded, says V K Chetty.

V K Chetty and his wife returned to the US after working for 
17 years in the best educational institutions in India 
solely for the purpose of providing good education to son Raj.
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W
e were at a wedding
in a small village in
Tamil Nadu and as
we came out of the
temple I could not
find my chappals

left outside. There was no time to look
around as we had to be at home for the
celebrations. 

Raj, who was nine years old, was by my
side. I used Raj’s chappals, started walk-
ing with him and took a short cut to
reach home.

Suddenly he started crying and jump-
ing and I saw a small snake running away
near his feet.

To my shock, the snake had bitten him.
As we rushed him to a clinic, I said I was
sorry and said I should not have taken his
chappals.

‘Amma,’ he said, ‘I did not mind the
snake biting me. You would not have
been able to run as fast as I could. And it
would have bitten you again.’

Right from his childhood, he has
shown this kind of caring and compas-
sion. 

I am not surprised that his compassion
and concern for society is reflected in his
research as an economist.

Early in his school years, he once said a
bit boastfully, “I come first in class.”

I said something like we owe it to God,
and we should not think of success in
individual terms.

He may not be religious, he may not go
to temples as I do, but he shares my
belief that God resides in us and our
good deeds are more important than
going to a temple.

I once asked him, ‘Do you believe in
God?’ He said, ‘Since no one has proved
that there is no God, I might as well

believe there is a God.’
He has his own way of making us feel

comfortable in bad situations. 
About 10 years ago, on a way to an

event, we lost our way. 
I was upset as we were going to be very

late. 
I said something like, ‘What are we

going to do? It is going to be so late.’ 
He smiled and said, ‘Never fear when I

am here, Amma.’
On the day when he heard that he had

won the MacArthur ‘genius’ award we

were in a restaurant enjoying lunch. 
He was so overwhelmed, tears sprang

in his eyes. My eyes too welled with tears
of pride. 

And then I said, ‘Let us compose our-
selves. People around us must be won-
dering what is happening.’ �

Dr Anne Chetty is a pediatric pulmo-
nologist at the Tufts Medical Center in
Boston. She is currently conducting
research in lung diseases that leads to
asthma in premature babies.

‘His compassion and
concern for society is

reflected in his research’
‘Amma, I did not mind the snake biting me. You would not have

been able to run as fast as I could. And it would have bitten you again.’
Anne Chetty on her son, Raj Chetty.

Anne Chetty with son Raj.

‘We work at
adjacent

desks in our
home office’

Sundari Chetty tells Arthur J
Pais how rewarding being part

of an academic couple is.

M
acArthur Genius Raj Chetty readily
acknowledges how his wife Sundari
motivates him in his research. She
is a post-doctoral fellow in stem cell
and regenerative biology at Harv-

ard and enjoys being part of an academic couple.
Sundari spoke to India Abroad about life with a

genius.
Tell us about how you came to marry Raj and

what it means to be married to a researcher while
you too are a researcher in the academic world.

Raj and I were introduced to each other through
his sister whom I knew well from a young age. 

While I was growing up in southern Illinois, my
parents often took my siblings and me to many

PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY: RAJ CHETTY
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Raj and Sundari Chetty.
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For Priya Shanmugam posing for a pic-
ture with her Raja Mama after her
Commencement ceremony at Dartm-

outh in early June was really special. 
About four years ago she was heartbroken

when she did not get admission to Harvard
where her Raja Mama (Dr Raj Chetty, to the
wider world) had received his degrees
including a PhD.

“He consoled her, encouraged her to study
at Dartmouth,” her mother Malathy Shanmugam
recalls. “He is a hero and a role model to three of my
girls and three boys of my younger sister Shanthi. He
told Priya if she did well she could find a place at
Harvard.”

His advice worked. Priya Shanmugam will study
behavioral economics at Harvard this fall.

“Over the years, when Raja, as we sisters have always
called him, would get a degree, his nephews and nieces
would pose with him,” Malathy Shanmugam, a cancer
researcher who is 14 years older than her brother,
recalls. “Now they are proud to have him stand next to
them as they graduate.”

Raj is the youngest of three siblings. His elder sister
Shanthi Srinivasan, who is also a research scientist, is 10
years older. “He was like our baby,” says Malathy
Shanmugam. “But as he began college, he became more
of a friend. In our family, we have a very open relation-
ship with our siblings and children.”

They have always called him Raja, and he has called his
older sisters by their first names. “We are not the ster-
eotypical Asian family,” adds Shanmugam. “There was
never the Tiger Mom kind of atmosphere in our home. We
did everything in a trusting and open atmosphere.”  

Raj Chetty is very much at home with his sisters’s chil-
dren. “They are more like sisters and brothers to him,” says
Shanmugam. “When he would visit our home in Chicago,

one of the first things my children would ask was how long
he was going to stay. For they have lots and lots of fun with
him. They also learn from him. And he considers their
opinion.”

A few weeks ago, Dr Chetty was preparing a commence-
ment address he was to give to his alma mater, a high
school in Milwaukee. 

“He wanted a test audience,” Divya Shanmugam, 17, who

has just graduated from high school, says. “So my younger
sister Vidya and I listened. It was a brilliant speech, but in
some places it was getting to be too technical. So we told
him it would go over the heads of the high school students.
We also told him what was funny and what wasn’t. He took
our advice very seriously and made many changes.” 

When Malathy and Shanthi, both medical scientists at
Emory University (with Shanmugam relocating from
Northwestern University), face dilemmas about their chil-
dren’s education, their brother is always ready to help.

Shanthi says her three boys, especially Karthik, who is 18,
adore their uncle and they will do anything he wants them

to do. 
“Sometimes when the six cousins are with

him,” she continues, “it is fun to see how the
younger ones compete with each other to
get his attention.” 

Her eldest son will study economics at
Northwestern and hopes to enroll at
Harvard in a few years. “Raja is very fond of
chess and has participated in national
championships,” she adds. “My children like
chess and they enjoy playing it with him.” 

For the two sisters, Raj is like their child.
“We have been with him from  birth,”
Srinivasan says. “We were waiting outside
the maternity ward when the nurse came
and told our father that he had a boy. He
was joyous and when he saw our mother,
the first thing he said in Tamil, was, ‘You
have a son.’ Our mother being a pediatri-
cian, said, ‘First tell me, does he have 10 fin-
gers and 10 toes?,’ meaning is he all right?”

As their father Dr V K Chetty, a professor
at Boston University, once said, Raj has not
two but four parents.

The new born was not alright. For several
years he fought severe asthma, which began

to disappear as he stepped into his teens.
When the family thought of sending Raj to a Christian

school in New Delhi, they got him to stop by a church
school in the vicinity. “He got to see the priests and nuns
in their formal, religious, clothes,” remembers
Srinivasan. Soon the family would know that Raj could
adjust to any environment. 

As his parents took jobs in various cities in America,
he went to school in those cities, including Milwaukee in
Wisconsin before ending up at Harvard. 

“He was never a bookish sort,” Shanthi remembers.
“He enjoyed taking part in school plays, and when he
was in India he was in several plays, including the
episodes from the Ramayana, and in one he played
Lakshmana.”

The Srinivasans lived in St Louis before moving to
Emory in Atlanta. Shanthi had known another Chettiar
(a caste in tamil Nadu) family not far away. It also hap-

pened that her parents also knew the family. “So we
introduced Sundari to Raja,” she says, adding that in the
final reckoning the couple chose each other. 

The MacArthur Genius is humble, full of fun and loves
the outdoors, his sisters say, but he has always been very

Raj Chetty is a hero and
role model to the children

in his family, discovers
Arthur J Pais, giving

them sound advice as they
journey through their own

academic careers.

‘They are proud to have
Raj stand next to them as

they graduate’
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Raj Chetty with his sisters, Malathy, left, and Shanthi, right. As their father
once told India Abroad, he has not two but four parents.

Raj now plays as important a role in the lives of his nieces and nephews as
his sisters played in his.

PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY: RAJ CHETTY
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religious and cultural events in St
Louis and Chicago, where both of
Raj’s sisters happened to live. 

I got to know both of his sisters
well, but didn’t meet Raj until
much later when we were intro-
duced to each other. 

After meeting, we soon chose to
move to Berkeley, California, tog-
ether and have since then been
married for eight-and-a-half
years.

My draw to academics began at
UC Berkeley where I did my PhD
in neuroscience. 

Growing up in a family of phy-
sicians (father, two sisters, and
brother), I subsequently chose to
direct my interests in biology
towards patient therapy by doing
my post-doctoral fellowship in
stem cell and regenerative biology
at Harvard University. 

Being an academic couple has
been a very enjoyable and rewa-
rding experience. 

Raj and I are both truly passion-
ate about our research and having
an impact on society. 

The hours and effort that go into
research before one sees the fruits
of the work can be long and exten-
sive. 

It has been most rewarding
when Raj and I have both made

new discoveries in our
fields that we are excited
to share and celebrate
together. 

At the end of a work day,
we enjoy coming home to
have dinner together to
share exciting new results
we’ve found from our lat-
est experiments and stud-
ies. 

This often leads to inter-
esting conversations at
dinner, ranging anywhere
from mice/stem cell stud-
ies to unemployment and
taxation. 

Being in two different
fields also brings in colleagues
and friends of diverse back-
grounds whom we enjoy interact-
ing with and having over for din-
ners.

What is it to be in the academic
world together?

Work often continues at home
(either writing manuscripts/ana-
lyzing data), and our friends and
family like to make fun of us
because we work at adjacent des-
ks in our home office whereas
many other couples seem to like
separate office spaces.  

Academics often tend to be dis-
tracted by their work — we have
had a couple of instances where
we often walk in to campus
together, but will be deep in
thought about our work that we
may not say a word to each other
for some time.

Your husband spoke about your
training as a scientist and how it
has helped him fine tune and
refine his research. 

One of the main differences bet-
ween my work and Raj’s work is
that it is relatively easy in biology
to actually perform experiments.

As a biologist, conducting ran-
domized experiments to get at the
cause and effect of a treatment is
critical. 

In my PhD, I studied how stress
affects brain development and
learning and memory. 

Using rats as models, it is easy to
assign a treatment and control
group: One set of rats is subjected
to a stressful condition while
another set of rats is not. 

This experimental design then
allows one to identify what types
of effects stress has on the brain. 

Similarly, my more recent work
in stem cell biology aims to identi-
fy whether certain chemicals/
drugs can drive an embryonic
stem cell into a more specialized
cell type, such as an insulin sec-
reting â-cell, that could be used as
a source of cell replacement ther-
apy in diabetic patients.  

In economics, it is not as easy to
run randomized experiments on
the human population in which
one set of people is subjected to
certain conditions while others
are not. This is one of the biggest
challenges in the field, and Raj
has pushed the field to become
more experimental in its
approaches to tackle real-world
issues.

What are your shared passions
and life interests? 

One of our main interests out-
side of work is food and cooking. 

For instance, while most may
find grocery shopping a boring
chore, we enjoy our weekly trips
together to the local supermarket.  

If we are not busy at work in the
office, we are likely to be in the
kitchen. 

The kitchen in many respects is
like the lab for me, and Raj makes
a great research assistant by cut-
ting vegetables. 

While we are still trying to mas-
ter my mother’s phenomenal Che-
ttinad cooking, we also enjoy
experimenting with new recipes
— we often like to make fusion
Western dishes influenced by
Indian flavors (Indian Naan piz-
zas). 

We also enjoy playing tennis,
spending time with family (espe-
cially with our 10 nieces and ne-
phews), and traveling to new
places. �

ambitious and has wanted to stand out from his very early years.
“Soon after coming to America (at age nine), he suddenly said,

‘Can you believe it? I cannot become President,’” Shanmugam
recalls with a chuckle. He had discovered that only American-
born citizens could be President. “I said something like, ‘Don’t be
crazy. You can achieve so many other great things.’ 

“I am a worrying type,” says Malathy. “In fact, I look for some-
thing to worry about. But Raja has been always composed. He
understands the teens better than I do, and when it comes to what
they should study and where they should stay, his advice matters
a lot.”

With Priya joining Harvard and Divya about to start at MIT, she
says she is doubly happy. “They are living close to my parents and
their Raja Mama.”

Divya was weighing between Stanford and MIT, with her par-
ents wanting her to study at MIT. 

“Raja Mama discussed the pros and cons,” says Divya. “He told
me of the advantages I will have studying at MIT and he enc-
ouraged me to meet a researcher at MIT. He does all this without
being pushy. He offers a very good perspective. I was able to make
my mind because I discussed my options with him.”  

The other day, V K Chetty told his son after hearing that Priya is
going to enroll at Harvard , ‘Raja, watch out. You are going to have
competition.’ �

‘We work at
adjacent desks in
our home office’

‘They are proud to have
Raj stand next to them

as they graduate’
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A Chetty family portrait. COURTESY: RAJ CHETTY
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No sooner than the Samajwadi Party scored a tally of 
224 seats in the 402-member Uttar Pradesh state 
assembly in March 2012, the decision to entrust the 
reins of the state’s governance in the hands of 39- 

year old Akhlesh Yadav, was widely hailed as the �rst signi�cant 
move towards a much desired change .

After all, it was this young and dynamic son of the party 
President Mulayam Singh Yadav who was responsible for all the 
churning which led to reinventing the Samajwadi Party and putting 
it back on the power pedestal in the country’s most populous 
state, that could well be rated as the �fth largest country in the 
world.

Without dismissing his father’s style of politics, he weaved a 
blend of the old and new; the rustic and the modern to send the 
message aloud that SP was ready for appropriate modi�cations 
and changes that could well go with the changing times.

What initially seemed like an uphill task for the 39-year old in 
a party dominated largely by much older and veteran politicians, 
eventually turned into a smooth sail after realisation dawned 
on the bigwigs that the gen next man was all set to do the 
impossible–transform UP.

It did not take the Environmental Engineering graduate from 
Mysore and post-graduate from Sydney to take the party out of 
its hackneyed anti-English and anti-technology mindset into the 
techno-savy world. He emphasised that computers had become 
the order of the day, not only to keep pace with the world 
beyond, but also to promote employment.

Tech-savvy Akhilesh made full use of gizmos all along his 
election campaign – be it the macro or the micro level. Experts 
from professional groups were engaged to not only plan but 
also monitor the campaign from a plush corner created in old 
bungalow at Vikramaditya Marg in UP’s capital Lucknow.

While taking the modern tech approach on one side, he 
simultaneously caried on the path of his father–by undertaking 
‘rath’ yatras during the 2012 election. Just as his father had set out 
as the then Janata Dal leader on a specially created “kranti rath” in 

1987, Akhilesh chose to get a relatively 
more modern “rath” designed for his 
journey across the length and breadth 
of the state. And it was the “rath yatra” 
followed by helicopter sorties, which 
took him across to as many as 386 of 
UPs 402 state assembly constituencies, 
where he not just reached out to the 
masses but also managed to send out 
the vibes of a politician who was totally 
grounded and came to be seen as the 
young man next door.

If he was seen identifying even 
smalltime partymen by their �rst 
names during the election campaign, 
he did not change, even after donning 
the chief minister’s mantle. Today, he is 
busy lending as much ear to the plight 
of the man on the street as he was in giving audience to leaders 
of industry who had literally stopped looking towards the state 
as any investment destination.

Extremely particular about ensuring his accessibility to all and 
sundry,  he threw open the doors of the chief minister’s residence 
to commoners and the privileged alike–in sharp contrast to his 
predecessor’s diktat to turn the entire area “out of bounds” 
to all and sundry. With the passage of time, he has gone a step 
further by doing video conferencing to monitor the action taken 
on grievances of people referred by him to concerned of�cials 
across the sprawling state.

Combating many odds , he has managed to set the ball rolling 
for establishing an IT city in Lucknow, where he sees huge 
potential for software development.

And to pave way for making the youth IT savy right from their 
school days, he came up with a unique policy of free distribution 
of laptops and tablets to as many as 4 milion students across 
the state. It was a dream-come-true for the young chief minister 

when he personally gave away 10000 laptops to the �rst batch of 
students at a special function in Lucknow. He has made it a point 
to attend similar functions in other places, as a part of his larger 
plan to distribute 1.5 million laptops to all students clearing Class 
XII and 2.6 million tablets to those clearing Class X.

In a society where girls were often deprived of higher 
education because of �nancial crunch faced by common 
Indians, Akhilesh Yadav’s policy of giving a special incentive of 
`30000 to every girl seeking education beyond high school, 
was welcomed as a revolutionary move. He is also the �rst 
chief minister to have introduced a monthly unemployment 
allowance of `1000.

No sooner than he assumed the chief minister’s of�ce, his 
mission was clearly laid out–to take UP out of its slumber and 
transform it into a happening state. It was in ful�lment of this 
mission that he not only re-establised dialogue with the centre 
with which the state’s relations were badly soured during the 
previous regime, but he also reached out to the industry that had 
virtually given up on UP.

Making a beginning with an open house with captains of 
industry at Agra, he also promptly responded to the US-India 
Business Council for a meeting at his residence. 

Realising the need for infrastructure development as a 
prerequisite for attracting investment in the state, the young 
engineer-turned chief minister has initiated fast-track road-
connectivity between the state capital and each of UP’s 75 
districts. His plan to connect Lucknow and New Delhi on the fast 
track was also underway–by building a new 270-Km expressway 
between Lucknow and Agra from where Delhi was already linked 
with the world class Yamuna Expressway. This will also ensure 
faster connectivity between Lucknow and entire Western UP.

Augmentation of energy high on his agenda, several initiatives 
were being taken to promote new power generation plants both 
in the private sector as well as the PPP model. He is very hopeful 
of making UP self-reliant on the energy front by 2017.

Sure enough, Akhilesh Yadav was doing his utmost to live up 
to the faith reposed in him by millions of people of India’s most 
populous state. After a long spell of inertia, a beginning has been 
made in UP that was for decades dismissed as “bimaru” (sick). His 
sincerity and commitment, his acessibility and affability, together 
with his grit and determination would surely prove to be the 
architects of change–that would mark unfolding of the Unlimited 
Potential of what is called UP.

Akhilesh Yadav
SETTING THE MOTION OF CHANGE IN UTTAR PRADESH

Response Feature



Uttar Pradesh
LAND OF UNLIMITED POTENTIAL

“Uttar Pradesh with access to large consumer market, 
skilled manpower, proximity to raw material sources 
and incomparable connectivity is an ideal destination 
for investment and partnerships:

Akhilesh Yadav
Chief Minister, Uttar Pradesh, India

Uttar Pradesh (UP), till a year ago was a picture of an 
opportunity lost. Then, the state got its youngest 
Chief Minister in 39-year old Akhilesh Yadav, who has 
since, transformed the state’s fate from despondency 

to that of nascent hope.  A slew of deft policy decisions have 
ushered in an era congenial to business growth and new 
investments.

UP is India’s �fth largest state covering 9% of the country’s 
geographic terrain and is the largest state in terms of population 
with 16.4% share (apporx. 200 mn). This makes it the India’s 
biggest consumer market. It contributes 8% to the country’s 
GDP. The State is growing at about 7% p.a. and per capita income 
are rising at a fast clip to create a large consuming class.

UP has set itself an ambitious target to grow at over 10% 
over the 12th Five Year Plan. For accelerating growth, the state 
has announced a number of forward looking policies with a clear 
focus on making the state attractive for ease of doing business.

New investor friendly policy related to Infrastructure & 
Industrial Development has been announced. Sector speci�c 
policies relating to IT/ITeS, Food Processing, Solar Power, Poultry 
Farming and Sugar Industry with special focus on co-gernation 
and distillery too have been announced.

SKILLED MANPOWER - A CORE STRENGTH
The state has surplus availability of formally skilled, semi-skilled 
and traditionally skilled manpower and is a net exporter of 
manpower to other states in India.

There are 36 universities, 3,104 colleges, 1,500 ITI’s/ITCs, 197 
business schools and 320 engineering colleges in the state. 2.8 lac 
B.Sc. and 96,000 engineering & technology students are enrolled 
every year in the state. The State is 
» 3rd in number of Colleges in India
» 2nd in number of ITI’s/ITC’s in India
» 3rd in number of Business Schools in India
» 4th in Engineering Colleges in India
» 3rd in number of Polytechnics in India

IN HIGHER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION, UP IS HOME TO 
SOME OF THE MOST PRESTIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS, SUCH AS:
» Indian Institute of Management, Lucknow
» Indian Institute of Technology, Kanpur
» Aligarh Muslim University,  Aligarh
» National Institute of Technology,  Allahabad
» Indian Institute of Information Tech.,  Allahabad
» Banaras Hindu University,  Varanasi
» Sanjay Gandhi Post-Graduate Institute of Medical Sciences 

with top of the line medical facilities
» Setting up of All India Institute of Medical Sciences is already in 

the pipeline at Rae Bareli for which land has been allocated by 
the State government.
ITI’s and Polytechnics in the state are being strengthened 

through PPP mode. The state has also requested Central 
Government for sanction of two more IIT’s.

» UP accounts for 9.45% of the total National Highway 
network

» Largest Railway network in the country spanning over 
8,763 km

» 43 National Highways connect it with nine neighbouring 
states and other  parts of India

» 6 Domestic Airports at Agra, Allahabad, Gorakhpur, 
Kanpur, Lucknow and Varanasi.

» An International Airport at Lucknow.
» 165-km six-lane Yamuna Expressway covering distance 

between New Delhi-Agra in < 2.5 hours.
» Buddh International Circuit in Greater Noida is India’s 

only circuit for F1 motor racing.
» Eight SEZs are functional in the state, of which six have 

been developed under private sector. 
» Integrated Industrial Township Tronica City has been 

developed over 1600 acre land in Ghaziabad.
» Growth Centers at Shahjahanpur, Jainpur (Kanpur-

District), Jhansi, Dibiyapur (Auraiya) have been developed.
» To encourage development of MSMEs, Integrated 

Industrial Development Centres have been developed.
» The State Government has introduced Cluster 

Development Scheme.
» Under the Central Govt. Scheme for promotion of 

exports two EPIPs have been developed.
» Leather Technology Park has been developed at Banthar, 

in Unnao on 232 acre.
» Two Agro Parks have been developed (over 180 acre 

of land) for food processing industry at Lucknow & 
Varanasi.

» To promote Apparel Industry; Apparel Parks at Tronica 
City, Ghaziabad, Textile & Hoisery Park at Kanpur have 
been setup.         

» Investments worth `230 bn planned for 2500 km of state 
highway projects.

» 6730 km has been identi�ed as core road network by World 
Bank, of which 2466 km has been developed.

» 11 hitech-townships and 31 integrated townships are being 
developed by private developers in major cities.

» Three urban infrastructure projects on PPP mode; International 
standard Cricket Stadium cum Sports Complex in Lucknow, 
Northern Peripheral Road in Ghaziabad and Inner Ring Road 
in Agra.

» Proposal for VGF is under consideration for 11 roads totalling 

around1000 km at estimated cost of `71.29 bn.
» Six lane 270 km green �eld expressway between Lucknow 

and Agra bringing travel time < 4 hours.
» To boost exports Industrial areas and zones along the Delhi-

Mumbai Industrial corridor (DMIC) & Eastern Dedicated 
Freight Corridor (EDFC) will be developed.

» 36,068 sq km (15%) of Delhi Mumbai Industrial Corridor 
(DMIC) catchment area across 12 districts of the state.

» 57% (over 1049 km) of 1839 km of the EDFC falls within UP.
» International Airports on PPP model - near Agra and at 

Kushinagar to promote industrial development and tourism.
» Two National Manufacturing and Investment Zones (NMIZs) 

have been planned in the State - at Jhansi and Auraiya.
» To avail maximum bene�ts of the ample availability of 

polymers, being produced by Gas Authority of India Limited 
in its plant, an extensive Plastic Park based on the polymer as 
raw material will be set up at Auraiya.

» IT Parks at Lucknow and Agra to attract Software Industry 
investment. Huge potential of investments in Tier-II and Tier-III 
cities of Uttar Pradesh.

EXISTING ROBUST INFRASTRUCTURE PROPOSED INFRASTRUCTURE

ENERGY
POLICY INCENTIVE

NON RENEWABLE ENERGY
» Encouragement to setup co-generation Plants
» Investment through participation in transmission
» Participation in rural & urban distribution

RENEWABLE ENGERGY
» Sale of surplus energy to UPPCL and third party
» Special incentives on new Solar Farms > `5bn
» Single window clearance agency
» Central subsidy for biomass power generation
» Central subsidy for non-bagasse co-generation

INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITIES
» Power generation & transmission
» Secondary distribution & transmission
» Installation of Solar Power units & lighting systems
» Wind & Biomass energy power generation plants
» Small hydro-energy power generation plants

FOOD PROCESSING
POLICY INCENTIVE
» Exemption from stamp duty
» Exemption from Mandi Fees
» Interest Subsidy
» Capital Investment subsidy
» Assistance for global competitiveness
» Assistance for market development
» Special incentives for employment generation
» Warehouse receipt system to facilitate loan

INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITES
» Agro Parks
» Mega Food Park
» Integrated Dairy Park
» Potato Flakes processing
» Potato based vodka manufacturing
» Pulp & Canning of Mango/Guava/Litchi

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY
POLICY INCENTIVE
» Subsidy on Term / Working Capital Loans
» Exemption on Stamp Duty
» Interest Free Loans with 7 years moratorium on VAT
» Rebate on purchase of land in tier-II / tier-III cities
» 100% Bonus FSI in tier-II / tier-III cities
» Land use relaxation to IT/BPO units
» Single window clearance & facilitation
» Industrial Promotion subsidy in tier-II & tier-III cities
» Uninterrupted power supply
» Special incentives for employment generation
» Permission of 24x7 operations
» Special incentives for mega IT projects

INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITIES
» Information Technology Park, Lucknow
» Information Technology City, Lucknow
» Export Promotion Industrial Park,  Agra
» Export Promotion Industrial Park, Greater Noida

INFRASTRUCTURE & INDUSTRIAL 
INVESTMENT
POLICY INCENTIVE
» Stamp Duty Concession
» Investment Promotion Scheme
» Infrastructure Interest Subsidy Scheme
» Capital Interest Subsidy Scheme
» Industrial Quality Development Subsidy Scheme
» Special Facilities for Mega Projects
» Tax incentives
» Energy sector related incentives
» EPF reimbursement Scheme

INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITIES
» Textile Park
» Agro Park
» Leather Park / Leather Mega Cluster
» Export Promotion Industrial Parks
» Growth Centers
» Plastic City
» IT Park
» Integrated Dairy Park
» Mega Food Park
» National Investment & Manufacturing Zones
» Highway Upgradation & Expressway Projects

IN LESS THAN A YEAR, SEVERAL DIPLOMATS, SENATORS, BUSINESS DELEGATIONS, CORPORATE HONCHOS AND OPINION 
MAKERS HAVE VISITED AND SHOWN KEEN INTEREST IN INVESTING IN UTTAR PRADESH

www.up.gov.in
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Uttar Pradesh
LAND OF UNLIMITED POTENTIAL

“Uttar Pradesh with access to large consumer market, 
skilled manpower, proximity to raw material sources 
and incomparable connectivity is an ideal destination 
for investment and partnerships:

Akhilesh Yadav
Chief Minister, Uttar Pradesh, India

Uttar Pradesh (UP), till a year ago was a picture of an 
opportunity lost. Then, the state got its youngest 
Chief Minister in 39-year old Akhilesh Yadav, who has 
since, transformed the state’s fate from despondency 

to that of nascent hope.  A slew of deft policy decisions have 
ushered in an era congenial to business growth and new 
investments.

UP is India’s �fth largest state covering 9% of the country’s 
geographic terrain and is the largest state in terms of population 
with 16.4% share (apporx. 200 mn). This makes it the India’s 
biggest consumer market. It contributes 8% to the country’s 
GDP. The State is growing at about 7% p.a. and per capita income 
are rising at a fast clip to create a large consuming class.

UP has set itself an ambitious target to grow at over 10% 
over the 12th Five Year Plan. For accelerating growth, the state 
has announced a number of forward looking policies with a clear 
focus on making the state attractive for ease of doing business.

New investor friendly policy related to Infrastructure & 
Industrial Development has been announced. Sector speci�c 
policies relating to IT/ITeS, Food Processing, Solar Power, Poultry 
Farming and Sugar Industry with special focus on co-gernation 
and distillery too have been announced.

SKILLED MANPOWER - A CORE STRENGTH
The state has surplus availability of formally skilled, semi-skilled 
and traditionally skilled manpower and is a net exporter of 
manpower to other states in India.

There are 36 universities, 3,104 colleges, 1,500 ITI’s/ITCs, 197 
business schools and 320 engineering colleges in the state. 2.8 lac 
B.Sc. and 96,000 engineering & technology students are enrolled 
every year in the state. The State is 
» 3rd in number of Colleges in India
» 2nd in number of ITI’s/ITC’s in India
» 3rd in number of Business Schools in India
» 4th in Engineering Colleges in India
» 3rd in number of Polytechnics in India

IN HIGHER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION, UP IS HOME TO 
SOME OF THE MOST PRESTIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS, SUCH AS:
» Indian Institute of Management, Lucknow
» Indian Institute of Technology, Kanpur
» Aligarh Muslim University,  Aligarh
» National Institute of Technology,  Allahabad
» Indian Institute of Information Tech.,  Allahabad
» Banaras Hindu University,  Varanasi
» Sanjay Gandhi Post-Graduate Institute of Medical Sciences 

with top of the line medical facilities
» Setting up of All India Institute of Medical Sciences is already in 

the pipeline at Rae Bareli for which land has been allocated by 
the State government.
ITI’s and Polytechnics in the state are being strengthened 

through PPP mode. The state has also requested Central 
Government for sanction of two more IIT’s.

» UP accounts for 9.45% of the total National Highway 
network

» Largest Railway network in the country spanning over 
8,763 km

» 43 National Highways connect it with nine neighbouring 
states and other  parts of India

» 6 Domestic Airports at Agra, Allahabad, Gorakhpur, 
Kanpur, Lucknow and Varanasi.

» An International Airport at Lucknow.
» 165-km six-lane Yamuna Expressway covering distance 

between New Delhi-Agra in < 2.5 hours.
» Buddh International Circuit in Greater Noida is India’s 

only circuit for F1 motor racing.
» Eight SEZs are functional in the state, of which six have 

been developed under private sector. 
» Integrated Industrial Township Tronica City has been 

developed over 1600 acre land in Ghaziabad.
» Growth Centers at Shahjahanpur, Jainpur (Kanpur-

District), Jhansi, Dibiyapur (Auraiya) have been developed.
» To encourage development of MSMEs, Integrated 

Industrial Development Centres have been developed.
» The State Government has introduced Cluster 

Development Scheme.
» Under the Central Govt. Scheme for promotion of 

exports two EPIPs have been developed.
» Leather Technology Park has been developed at Banthar, 

in Unnao on 232 acre.
» Two Agro Parks have been developed (over 180 acre 

of land) for food processing industry at Lucknow & 
Varanasi.

» To promote Apparel Industry; Apparel Parks at Tronica 
City, Ghaziabad, Textile & Hoisery Park at Kanpur have 
been setup.         

» Investments worth `230 bn planned for 2500 km of state 
highway projects.

» 6730 km has been identi�ed as core road network by World 
Bank, of which 2466 km has been developed.

» 11 hitech-townships and 31 integrated townships are being 
developed by private developers in major cities.

» Three urban infrastructure projects on PPP mode; International 
standard Cricket Stadium cum Sports Complex in Lucknow, 
Northern Peripheral Road in Ghaziabad and Inner Ring Road 
in Agra.

» Proposal for VGF is under consideration for 11 roads totalling 

around1000 km at estimated cost of `71.29 bn.
» Six lane 270 km green �eld expressway between Lucknow 

and Agra bringing travel time < 4 hours.
» To boost exports Industrial areas and zones along the Delhi-

Mumbai Industrial corridor (DMIC) & Eastern Dedicated 
Freight Corridor (EDFC) will be developed.

» 36,068 sq km (15%) of Delhi Mumbai Industrial Corridor 
(DMIC) catchment area across 12 districts of the state.

» 57% (over 1049 km) of 1839 km of the EDFC falls within UP.
» International Airports on PPP model - near Agra and at 

Kushinagar to promote industrial development and tourism.
» Two National Manufacturing and Investment Zones (NMIZs) 

have been planned in the State - at Jhansi and Auraiya.
» To avail maximum bene�ts of the ample availability of 

polymers, being produced by Gas Authority of India Limited 
in its plant, an extensive Plastic Park based on the polymer as 
raw material will be set up at Auraiya.

» IT Parks at Lucknow and Agra to attract Software Industry 
investment. Huge potential of investments in Tier-II and Tier-III 
cities of Uttar Pradesh.

EXISTING ROBUST INFRASTRUCTURE PROPOSED INFRASTRUCTURE

ENERGY
POLICY INCENTIVE

NON RENEWABLE ENERGY
» Encouragement to setup co-generation Plants
» Investment through participation in transmission
» Participation in rural & urban distribution

RENEWABLE ENGERGY
» Sale of surplus energy to UPPCL and third party
» Special incentives on new Solar Farms > `5bn
» Single window clearance agency
» Central subsidy for biomass power generation
» Central subsidy for non-bagasse co-generation

INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITIES
» Power generation & transmission
» Secondary distribution & transmission
» Installation of Solar Power units & lighting systems
» Wind & Biomass energy power generation plants
» Small hydro-energy power generation plants

FOOD PROCESSING
POLICY INCENTIVE
» Exemption from stamp duty
» Exemption from Mandi Fees
» Interest Subsidy
» Capital Investment subsidy
» Assistance for global competitiveness
» Assistance for market development
» Special incentives for employment generation
» Warehouse receipt system to facilitate loan

INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITES
» Agro Parks
» Mega Food Park
» Integrated Dairy Park
» Potato Flakes processing
» Potato based vodka manufacturing
» Pulp & Canning of Mango/Guava/Litchi

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY
POLICY INCENTIVE
» Subsidy on Term / Working Capital Loans
» Exemption on Stamp Duty
» Interest Free Loans with 7 years moratorium on VAT
» Rebate on purchase of land in tier-II / tier-III cities
» 100% Bonus FSI in tier-II / tier-III cities
» Land use relaxation to IT/BPO units
» Single window clearance & facilitation
» Industrial Promotion subsidy in tier-II & tier-III cities
» Uninterrupted power supply
» Special incentives for employment generation
» Permission of 24x7 operations
» Special incentives for mega IT projects

INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITIES
» Information Technology Park, Lucknow
» Information Technology City, Lucknow
» Export Promotion Industrial Park,  Agra
» Export Promotion Industrial Park, Greater Noida

INFRASTRUCTURE & INDUSTRIAL 
INVESTMENT
POLICY INCENTIVE
» Stamp Duty Concession
» Investment Promotion Scheme
» Infrastructure Interest Subsidy Scheme
» Capital Interest Subsidy Scheme
» Industrial Quality Development Subsidy Scheme
» Special Facilities for Mega Projects
» Tax incentives
» Energy sector related incentives
» EPF reimbursement Scheme

INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITIES
» Textile Park
» Agro Park
» Leather Park / Leather Mega Cluster
» Export Promotion Industrial Parks
» Growth Centers
» Plastic City
» IT Park
» Integrated Dairy Park
» Mega Food Park
» National Investment & Manufacturing Zones
» Highway Upgradation & Expressway Projects

IN LESS THAN A YEAR, SEVERAL DIPLOMATS, SENATORS, BUSINESS DELEGATIONS, CORPORATE HONCHOS AND OPINION 
MAKERS HAVE VISITED AND SHOWN KEEN INTEREST IN INVESTING IN UTTAR PRADESH
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Modi, a true leader
The secret of Narendra Modi’s success (India  Abroad, June

21), lies in that after the post-Godhra riots, he refused to sink
in the quicksand of endless fruitless investigations to satisfy
India leftist polity, run by the Congress party under Sonia
Gandhi. 

He realized that these were communal riots — triggered by
the burning of pilgrims in the Sabarmati Express — like those
that have plagued India since Partition.

Instead, he focused on why the voters had elected him in
2001 and ejected the non-performing Congress party rulers of
Gujarat of the previous 50 years: To provide development. 

‘If you provide the people with development,’ he said recent-
ly, ‘then they will also forgive your mistakes.’

His development model includes free enterprise, with rela-
tively non-corrupt administration, providing good infrastruc-
ture. He got the government to step aside — no mean feat in
India. This led to a double digit growth, year after year, with
24-hour electricity and clean drinking water for most in
Gujarat. Now, Gujarat is facing a labor shortage — a true sign
of fast development.

The Bharatiya Janata Party has no choice but to nominate
Modi as their prime ministerial candidate if they want a shot
at forming the next government. Otherwise, the BJP will lose
for sure. 

In the Gujarat state assembly elections of December 2012, in
Muslim-dominated constituencies an average 49 percent of
Muslims voted for the BJP. To surprise of many, the BJP’s
Hindu candidates defeated the Congress party’s Muslim can-
didates. A newly elected Muslim councilor, Musa Abbas, said.
‘The story in our political system was of promising and not
delivering. Modi has broken that negative cycle.’ 

Muslims in Gujarat are more prosperous than those in
Congress party-ruled States. 

Some Indian ‘minority’ outfits and leftists in India continue
with their hate campaign against Modi over Godhra, while liv-
ing in America. They can learn about tolerance and moving
past old hates, as Hindus and Muslims in Gujarat have done.
What really counts is what the majority of Indian voters think
of Modi. We will know soon.

A K Sharma
Flintridge, California

II

The article by Sudheendra Kulkarni
(Understanding Advani, India Abroad,
June 21) is self serving on the part of
Kulkarni and nothing but sour grapes
on the part of Advani. Advani undoubt-
edly brought both the BJP and
Narendra Modi to the levels where both
are today. Nothing has changed in the
BJP’s functioning or ideology. It is the
same party which Advani co-founded
and Modi is the same person Advani
saved from sacking by Atal Bihari
Vajpayee at the Goa conclave of the BJP
after the unfortunate riots in Gujarat in
2002. The only thing changed is
Advani’s age. By following the Hindu
tradition the BJP propounds, Advani
should try to become ‘Raj Guru’ and not
Raja. His respect in the eyes of the gen-
eral public and the BJP workers will
increase tremendously, if instead of try-
ing to become prime minister of India,
he retires from electoral politics and
supports and advises a new generation
of BJP leaders.

In his descriptor, Kulkarni says one of
the reasons he resigned from the BJP
was the neglect of Muslims by the BJP.
Kulkarni had been with the BJP for
years. He was the main speech writer of
both Vajpayee and Advani. He was in

charge of the media and publicity during the last general elec-
tion in which the BJP received quite a drubbing. Kulkarani
never spoke of neglect of Muslims by the BJP while he was in
the BJP. Of course, it is very fashionable to pronounce who is
secular and who is communal.

I hope people look at the holistic development and progress
of all the sections of the society in Gujarat and stop calling
Modi communal and describing as secular people and politi-
cal parties that want to highlight caste- and religion-based
special treatment.

Yash Pal Lakra
Bloomfield Hills, Michigan

A flawed peace index
The Global Peace Index 2013 has ranked India among the

25 least peaceful nations to live in, putting it as the 141st of
162 nations (The Week That Was, India Abroad, June 21).

One, eight of the 22 GPI indicators of the existence or
absence of violence or fear of violence are qualitative indica-
tors that are subject to bias, misinterpretation and ignorance. 

Two, estimates have been made where there have been gaps
in the quantitative data. Those estimates, subject to bias, mis-
interpretation and ignorance, again could be unreliable. 

Three, out of the 22 GPI indicators, seven are normalized for
population, one is normalized for GDP, but the rest of the 14
are absolute numbers, which are meaningless. 

Four, there are always unreported numbers, therefore the
actual level of violence may be much higher than the numbers
gleaned from the official database. And the unreported num-
bers may be a function of the culture of a particular nation.
For example, many rape cases in India go unreported. 

Five, the report seems to ignore the fact that in the context
of military expenditure. Some countries are just freeloaders
and enjoy peace because other countries — often the United
States — provide their defense.

Six, the report ignores indicators relating to violence against
women and children. For example, in Egypt, a lot of women
are subject to genital mutilation. In India and China, female
infanticide is still a chronic problem.

Thus, the GPI report is useful, but its findings should be
taken with a grain of salt.

Pradeep Srivastava
Detroit

A protest against Gujarat Chief Minister Narendra Modi outside a college 
in New Delhi where he was speaking, February 6

REUTERS
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Sreenath Sreenivasan, cur-
rently Chief Digital Officer
and faculty member at

Columbia University , is moving
to the Metropolitan Museum of
Art in August.

Announcing the move, Thomas
P Campbell, director and CEO of
the Met, said Sree will lead the
museum's Digital Media
Department, which manages and
produces digital content — espe-
cially documentation and inter-
pretive materials on the muse-
um’s collection — for delivery,
both online and within galleries. 

Sree will also work on the
Met's mobile platform.

Campbell pointed out that
Sree's 'work in traditional jour-
nalism, his role as a commenta-
tor on technology and media
issues, and his expertise in Web sites and
social media will all be key to the muse-
um’s work in the digital space.'

'His academic background will also posi-
tion him well within our community of
scholars and we look forward to working
with him as we leverage mobile, in-gallery,
and online platforms for the Met’s collec-
tions,' Campbell added.

“I absolutely love the Met,” Sree said,

describing his “three-decade-long love
affair“ with the museum, beginning from
the time he was growing up on 89th
Street and Madison Avenue, and studying
at PS6 on 82nd Street and Madison
Avenue, which is but a block away from
the museum.

"This was entirely the Met’s timing,” he
told India Abroad, pointing out that he was
building a team that was doing exciting

things at Columbia and all set to do more.
“I have said no to many other opportuni-

ties and jobs. When they came calling, I
thought it would be a clean break,” he said,
adding, “This is not about leaving
Columbia as going to the Met."

“All the things I talk about all day long
are part of my mandate... the connection
between the physical and the digital. So
now that will be my job to do it. Instead of

just teaching it, I'll be doing it,” Sree
added.

Sree noted what a great country this was
that gave an immigrant the opportunity to
choose between Columbia University and
the Met. 

He and his wife Roopa Unnikrishnan
became citizens earlier this month.

Sree will continue teaching at Columbia
as an adjunct.

Sree makes a big move

While on desi journalists, PBS’s NewsHour correspondent Hariharan ‘Hari’
Sreenivasan has landed a new job as the anchor for PBS NewsHour Weekend,
which launches September 7. Mumbai-born Sreenivasan came to the United

States when he was 7, attending the Nathan Hale High School in Seattle, Washington.
After having earned a degree in mass communication at the University of Puget Sound,
he interned for news stations in Washington state before being hired full-time by NBC
affiliate WNCN-TV in Raleigh, North Carolina.

Hari on the
weekends

You might never have to touch your
smartphone again, thanks to a ges-
ture-recognition software — devel-

oped by Goa girl Andrea Colaco and her
colleagues at 3dim Tech — that will allow
you to interact with your phones through
thin air. The innovation, that has probably
got sanitizer freaks all excited, helped
3dim win the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology’s 2013 MIT $100k business-
plan competition. Colaco and her team
are believed to have already met up with
the ‘top 5 handset manufacturers in the
world’ and demonstrated their product
whose greatest advantage is that it doesn’t
require any additional hardware. Colaco
hails from Velim, a town in south Goa,
and completed her schooling and early
college from Margao before completing
her BE from BITS Pilani, ending up
among the top 2 percent of 900 candi-
dates. She earned her master’s from MIT,
and is a registered PhD student there.

She isn’t 3dim Tech’s only Indian connection. Ahmed Kirmani, one of its three
co-founders, is an Indian Institute of Technology-Delhi graduate. And Vivek
Goyal, a second-generation Indian American, is the chief technology officer.

Waving at the phone

COURTESY: PBS.ORG

Hari Srinivasan

COURTESY: MIT

Sreenath Srinivasan consummates
a 30-year love affair with the Met

COURTESY THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART

Andrea Colaco
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Anyone who knows The Hulk could imagine the trouble with giving him a
‘makeover’. How do you go beyond the trousers that become tattered
shorts (and mysteriously stay on) every time someone ticks off

Bruce Banner and he turns into the green superhero? 
Turns out, India-based artist Mukesh Singh has managed to do

just that! As Hulk manages to plunge through a tempo-
ral rift in Indestructible Hulk #11, releas-
ing next month, he will be seen sport-
ing a brand new armor.

Singh was working with a gam-
ing company as a 3D artist, and
was lured into the world of
designing comic books by
sheer chance. He told
Marvel.com that The Hulk
was ‘a surprisingly willing
model. He is an anatomist’s
dream come true, all invulner-
able muscle and sinew.’

In 2005, Singh entered,
as he calls it, a ‘Draw
Superman Contest’ in the
hope of winning the a
Superman figure
designed by Alex Ross.
In his rendition of the
superhero, he drew upon
Lord Hanuman… and
won. Before he knew it,
Singh found himself
working for Deepak
Chopra’s son Gotham, who
was in the early stages of
forming Virgin Comics. Chopra
eventually fell out with Virgin and
bought it out (renaming it to Liquid
Comics). But by then Singh, who had made
his debut with Virgin’s flagship title Devi,
had already caught the attention of the
American comics industry. So far, Singh
has translated Guy Ritchie’s
Gamekeeper concept to comics, and
also designed porn star Jenna
Jameson’s Shadowhunter series.
Quite a range, what say you?

Speaking of Sir Salman, after Midnight’s Children,
Deepa Mehta is working on adapting Shilpi Somaya
Gowda’s novel Secret Daughter, reports

Hollywoodreporter.com. The filmed adaptation is being
produced by Jody Colero of Silent Joe Inc and Hussain
Amarshi of Mongrel Media. The novel narrates a heart-
wrenching story of two women — one in India who is
forced to gives away her daughter, and the other in the
US who decides to adopt one —and the child who con-
nects them.

Deepa’s latest

COURTESY: MARVEL.COM

PARESH GANDHI

Among other things, Anish
Kapoor is known for his
Skymirror at the

Rockefeller Center in New York
in 2006. The Indian-origin
sculptor, best known for his giant
public sculptures, was last week
honored with knighthood by
Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II in
her birthday honors list 2013.
Kapoor, 59, received the knight-
hood for his services to the visual
arts. Born in Mumbai to a Hindu
father and a Jewish mother, his
list of honors is fairly long.
Before he was honored with the
Padma Bhushan, India’s third
highest civilian honor, last year,
France awarded him the Ordre
des Arts et des Lettres in 2011,
the same year he received the

Japanese Praemium
Imperiale. Sir Anish
joins a list of lumi-
naries that includes
actor Rowan
Atkinson (best
known as Mr Bean)
and women’s activist
Jasvinder Sanghera.

Meanwhile, also
across the pond,
Kolkata-born, South
London-raised Amol
Rajan took over as editor of
The Independent, and was widely
hailed — including in The
Guardian — as the first non-
white journalist to run a UK
national newspaper. But Nina
Martyris writes in Prospect
Magazine that ‘Britain’s first

non-white editor, first woman
editor, and its only editor to
simultaneously edit two rival
Sunday newspapers’ was
Bombay-born Rachel Sassoon
Beer, who edited the Sunday
Times and the Observer between

1894 and 1902. Rajan, 29, who
read English literature at
Cambridge University and edited
its student magazine Varsity
before writing a book called
Twirlymen: The Unlikely
History of Cricket’s Greatest Spin

Bowlers in 2011, is not the
youngest editor in Britain either.
Piers Morgan became the editor
of the now defunct News of the
World in 1994, at age 28. But
that doesn’t take anything away
from Rajan of course!

Shining across
the pond 

Anish Kapoor in front of his art
work 'Symphony for a Beloved

Sun’ (2013)  during a media pre-
view of the exhibtion 'Kapoor in

Berlin' at the Martin-Gropius Bau,
in Berlin, May 17. The exhibition

runs through November 24.   

PHILIPPE WOJAZER/REUTERS
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Legal luminaries including Solicitor General Donald B
Verrilli, lawmakers, community leaders and second-
generation attorneys attended a ceremony hosted by

India’s Ambassador to the United States Nirupama Rao for
Srikanth ‘Sri’ Srinivasan, the newly minted federal judge on
the District of Columbia Circuit Court of Appeals.

Rao said she was confident that ‘before long, we will have
the first Indian American on the Supreme Court — as a
Supreme Court judge.’

She said, ‘I am elated to honor an extraordinary young
Indian American. Today is even more special since Sri’s
mother Saroja and sister Srinija are also here with us. But
there is a note of sadness here too, because Sri and Srinija
lost their father, Professor T P Srinivasan, just over the
weekend. So, we would like to express our sincerest condo-
lences to him, to his family.’

Rao told Srinivasan, ‘You exemplify it in many ways our
hopes, aspirations and dreams. We are so proud and so
happy to know that you have been confirmed as the Circuit
Judge in the District of Columbia.’

Rao lavished praise on the Indian-American communi-
ty and said there was no denying that it was an integral
catalyst in the blossoming US-India strategic partner-
ship. Srinivasan, she said, was a manifestation of this
phenomenon.

‘We know about the Indian-American community and
the extraordinary successes and achievements that they
exemplify,’ she said. ‘To me, Sri personifies that and much
more because here, he is, at a relatively young age and he
has achieved such great things and so much more. The best
is yet to be because the future ahead for him, I have no
doubt will be extremely bright and special.’

The ambassador added: ‘When you look at the relation-
ship between India and the United States today, the role
that the Indian-American community has played in pro-
moting the understanding of India here in the United
States is indisputable.’

Rao, who served in Washington as the press counselor
and then minister, press, information and culture in the
1980s, said, ‘I’ve been coming to the United States off and
on since the early 1980s and I’ve seen this transformation.
I’ve seen the way America and Americans now relate to
India and how the image of India has been transformed.
And, it has a lot to do with what the Indian-American
community has achieved. Americans in every distant cor-
ner of this nation have Indian-American neighbors and see
what they have achieved — the role they play in their com-
munities, how they exemplify family values and are able to
balance in perfect equilibrium, tradition and modernity.’

Rao spoke of how ‘perfectly well adjusted to both these
environments’ the community was, and said, ‘That is the
strength of Indian culture and Indian tradition and Indian

identity, which I believe every Indian American does carry
within himself or herself, regardless of the fact that they are
fully American nurtured in the soil of this country.’

Quoting Achamma Chandersekaran, the first woman
president of the Indian American Forum for Political
Education, Rao, said, ‘What America offers to everybody is
the freedom to be and the opportunity to become. And, that
is really what the American Dream is all about. And, back
in India, when we look at our development and our years as
an independent nation, there is an Indian dream also — an
Indian aspiration, and Indian promise. And it is to better
the lives of each and every Indian and to make our tomor-
rows even better and brighter through the work we put in
to promote development of our people and to build friend-
ships with democracies like the United States.’

‘Before long, we will have the first Indian
American on the Supreme Court’

US Representative
Grace Meng
(Democrat, New
York), right, with
Judge Sri Srinivasan
and Ambassador
Nirupama Rao.

Judge Srinavasan
with Vanita Gupta,
deputy legal director,
American Civil
Liberties Union.

Guests 
at the 
event.
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Srikanth ‘Sri’ Srinivasan, the newly minted federal
judge on the District of Columbia Circuit Court of
Appeals, thanked the Indian-American and the larg-

er South Asian-American communities at a reception
hosted by the Indian Ambassador to the United States
Nirupama Rao, June 17. 

‘I know this occasion is meant to commemorate my con-
firmation,’ Srinivasan, 46, said, ‘but it’s due to so many of
you who are here today. And, I’d like to on behalf of my
family express our gratitude to all of you for the instru-
mental role you’ll played in this process — many different
kinds of roles, some directly involved in the process, others
involved as friends and supporters, but all deeply essential.’

The community support had been very important to
him, he said.

‘I think candidly it’s not something that I appreciated at
the outset of this process — it’s something I grew to appre-
ciate a great deal more as the process moved on,’ he said.
‘It’s something that is so meaningful to us as immigrants
from India, the way in which this community has come
together in support of this.’

Srinivasan dedicated the celebration of his confirmation
to his late father Professor T P Srinivasan, who passed
away June 8 at age 81. Professor Srinivasan came to the
United States as a Fulbright Scholar in 1961 to University
of California-Berkeley. He then moved to Lawrence in 1968
and served on the Kansas University Mathematics faculty
for 32 years, until 2000, before he moved with his family to
Northern California. 

Sri Srinivasan gave a moving eulogy to his father, at the
end of which there wasn’t a dry eye in the room.

‘Yesterday was Father’s Day, and it was an especially
poignant Father’s Day for us,’ he said. ‘It’s the first Father’s
Day that we’ve had without my dad.’

He described his father as ‘a great man’ who had a quin-
tessential immigrant experience. ‘He brought his wife, my
mother, and the children — my two beautiful sisters and
the ugly duckling, me, to this country at an early age seek-
ing opportunities for us,’ Srinivasan said. ‘His ambition was
our ambition, his dreams were our dreams and I think they
were fully realized.’

He recalled how at the end his father could only speak in
whispers and speak only one or two words at a time.’

‘The first word he whispered to me, was “prime minis-
ter”;’ 

Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and his father,
Srinivasan explained, were long time friends and col-
leagues from their days at Punjab University in
Chandigarh. They had stayed in touch since then.

‘In fact, the very last phone call that my dad received was
from the prime minister and his wife,’ Srinivasan said. ‘And
at that point he couldn’t speak but he could listen and my
mom held the phone and the receiver to his ear so that he
could hear the words of encouragement, congratulations,
and of sincere devotion to him, and fidelity to their friend-
ship. That meant the world to him and that’s why he whis-
pered that to me.’

He added, ‘The second thing dad whispered to me was:
“97-0 (the unanimous US Senate vote to confirm him), how
did you do it?”’

Srinivasan said it was not an easy question to answer. 
‘I didn’t do it. The President did it, the Senate did it, and

you all did it,’ he told the audience. ‘You all made that pos-
sible and I come back to where I started with my deep grat-
itude to all of you.’

Srinivasan said his victory was possible because of his
father, ‘and the opportunity he gave us when he brought us
to this country, because of the example he set, and because

of the values he instilled in us. He did it.’
Turning to Rao, he added, ‘I’d like to, if I could, with the

permission of the ambassador, dedicate this night, not to
me, although I know it’s to celebrate my confirmation, but
I’d like to dedicate it to him because it was his example that
shines through.’

Emotional Srinivasan dedicates 
confirmation celebration to father

• European Medical Universities which are Public Institutions, 
established and well recognized for over a half century. English
language curriculum comparable to major American medical
schools. over the last 60 years, our affiliated universities 
have trained more than 40,000 Physicians. 

• Programs for both High School and College Graduates.
• Smaller class sizes with traditional European style education.

Excellent hands-on participation for extensive training and 
experience building. 

• Unmatched research opportunities available on campus to help
students enhance potential choice of residency.

• Clinical Rotations/Clerkship available at ACGME approved and
accredited hospitals in USA or at hospitals in Europe.

• Universities recognized by major State Medical Boards, including
California & New York; two states with the most stringent rules for
accreditation and the most residency positions in the USA.
Graduates currently practicing across the USA, Canada, Europe
and throughout the world.

Judge Sri Srinavasan, left, with his mother Saroja, second from left,
sister Srinija, right, and Indian Ambassador Nirupama Rao.

KIND COURTESY, THE INDIAN EMBASSY
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Astellar panel of speakers, including senior Obama
administration officials, once again made the
women’s seminar the highlight of the National

Federal of Indian American Organizations’ two-day
Washington, DC, convention.

The women’s seminar was organized — for the third suc-
cessive year — by Angela Anand, vice president, NFIA and
chair of the women’s committee. 

Last week’s symposium was perhaps the most high pro-
file and powerful panel put together by an Indian-
American organization to discuss women’s issues.

The seminar, which focused on the proliferation of vio-
lence against women — triggered by the brutal gang-rape
and murder of the 23-year-old student in Delhi — also
zeroed in on strategies to empower women and girls not
just in India and the US, but globally. It also discussed how
Diaspora communities like the influential and affluent
India-American community could be a catalyst in such an
endeavor.

Uzra Zeya, acting assistant secretary of state, Bureau of
Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, outlined the White
House and the State Department’s commitments to the
advancement of women and detailed what the administra-
tion is doing to implement these objectives.

‘We know,’ she said, ‘that securing equal rights and oppor-
tunity for women and girls is not only the right thing to do,
but the smart thing to do… For instance, women invest 80
percent of their incomes in their families and communities,
and women-led local governments are both more honest
and provide more public services. When we invest in
women’s education and give them the opportunity to access
credit or start a small business, the economic, political, and
social benefits ripple out far beyond the home.’

President Obama, she said, ‘has launched comprehensive
efforts to promote gender equality and empower women
and girls domestically and worldwide, including strategies
to combat trafficking in persons, prevent and respond to
gender-based violence, and expand economic opportunity
for women. In response to President Obama’s challenge to

other heads of state to break down bar-
riers to women’s political and econom-
ic participation, former secretary of
state Hillary Clinton launched the
Equal Futures Partnership on behalf of
the United States along with 12 other
founding members.’ 

Secretary of State John F Kerry was
also no stranger to promoting women’s
issues, Zeya said. When he was chair-
man, Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, Kerry, Zeya said, ‘worked
to establish a subcommittee on global
women’s issues’ and had recently stat-
ed that “No country can get ahead if it
leaves half of its people behind.”.’

Gender-based violence, said Riju
Srimal, women’s issues adviser, Bureau
of South and Central Asian Affairs,
State Department, ‘doesn’t exist in a
vacuum. A number of social, econom-
ic, and political factors influence the
prevalence and perpetuation of vio-
lence. It is therefore important that
women have the ability to pursue edu-
cation and economic freedom to exit the cycle of violence.’ 

Violence is a worldwide problem, said Saba Ghori, advis-
er to Kerry in his office of Global Women’s Issues, ‘but in
the context of South Asia, it takes on additional forms…
Women can be abused by their extended families including
their mothers-in-law and fathers-in-law. They are affected
by harmful traditional practices including son preference
which leads to gender-biased sex selection, early and forced
marriage, ‘honor’ killings, and acid-related violence. You
see it manifest itself in inadequate health care and nutri-
tion given to girls, dowry-related murder, the neglect and
ostracism of widows, and countless other forms of violence.’

Denise Rollins, senior deputy assistant administrator, US
Agency for International Development, said there is exten-
sive research that shows ‘the more a society supports equal-
ity between the sexes, the more likely it is to have econom-

ic stability and be run democratically.
Our approach in India and other
countries worldwide is to work across
sectors to identify and close gender
gaps wherever they exist.’

Rollins said, ‘We know that some in
the community, such as Sakhi for
South Asia, South Asian Network’s
Awaz Voices Against Violence pro-
gram and the Asian Pacific Islander
Domestic Violence Resource Project,
have been long time advocates for
change already for years.’

She told the hundreds in the audi-
ence: ‘While the US government can
do much, you as part of the India-
American Diaspora can do much
more through your personal and pro-
fessional connections here and
abroad.’

On the first day of the Washington
Convention, NFIA delegates attended
a Congressional reception and a
White House briefing. In the evening,
Indian Ambassador to the US

Nirupama Rao hosted a reception and dinner for them at
the Indian embassy.

Maureen Greenwood Basken, executive director, Women,
Girls and Population Program, United Nations
Foundation, said, ‘It is heartening to witness the commit-
ment of this impressive group to support women and girls
around the world.’

The women’s forum was followed by a cultural program
organized by Lakshmi Swamination, founder and director
of the Bethesda, Maryland-based Natananjali School of
Dance. She brought together Indian-American dance
schools in the area, including Rhythmaya Dance founded
and directed by Nirathi Rao Kalavapudi, Nrityaki Dance
Academy founded and directed by Shweta Misra, and the
Kuchipudi Dance Academy founded and directed by
Lakshmi Babu.

Powerful panel at NFIA seminar 
highlights women’s issues

From left, Satheesan Nair of the NFIA; Islam Siddiqui, chief agricultural negotiator, Office of the United States Trade Representative; Maureen Greenwood Basken of the UN Foundation; Denise Rollins of USAID; Angela
Anand of the NFIA; Acting Assictant Secretary of State Uzra Zeya; Lal Motwani and Sohan Joshi of the NFIA; Saba Ghori of the State Department; Maryland State Delegate Aruna Miller; and Riju Srimal of the State
Department

‘While the US 
government can do
much, you as part 
of the India- American
Diaspora can do
much more through
your personal and 
professional 
connections here 
and abroad.’
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At the National Federal of Indian
American Organizations’ women’s sem-
inar, Uzra Zeya, acting assistant secre-

tary of state, Bureau of Democracy, Human
Rights and Labor, said the Delhi girl who was
gang-raped and murdered last year had
stirred the world’s conscience.

The brave girl, Zeya said, ‘defied her doctors
and the culture of silence, giving two detailed
accounts of her attack that the police used to
arrest her rapists. This March… Nirbhaya (as
the girl was named by a section of the Indian
media) was named an International Woman
of Courage by Secretary Kerry and First Lady
Michelle Obama for inspiring millions of
women and men to come together with a sim-
ple message — No more looking the other way
when gender-based violence happens. No
more stigma against survivors of this vio-
lence.’

The State Department, Zeya said, has ‘pro-
vided several hundred women throughout
Hyderabad rape-awareness training, we’ve
convened discussions on gender-based vio-
lence with Indian youth, activists, and the
diplomatic community in New Delhi. We’ve
organized exchange programs to bring over
Indians to the United States to share lessons on prevent-
ing domestic abuse and violence. We’ve supported NGOs
that help women learn their rights… This is just a small
sampling of the things we’ve been doing. The various
grants and programs we fund goes on. And there’s also the
great work of our colleagues at USAID (US Agency for
International Development).’

She continued: ‘We hosted a South Asia Women’s
Entrepreneurship Symposium in Dhaka, Bangladesh, in
December… Participants from across South and Central
Asia, including India, discussed the challenges and oppor-
tunities faced by women-owned small and medium sized
enterprises and creation of cross-border linkages between
women entrepreneurs and leaders throughout South and
Central Asia.’

The US is supporting economic empowerment initia-
tives in India and across South and Central Asia, said Riju
Srimal, women’s issues adviser, Bureau of South and
Central Asian Affairs, State Department. 

These, Srimal said, range from ‘livelihood-generation
training for Madhubani painters in Bihar and West Bengal
and vulnerable groups in Northeast India to working with
major self-help networks like SEWA (Self-Employment
Women’s Association) and women’s business associations
across India.’ 

Saba Ghori, adviser to Secretary of State John Kerry in
his Office of Global Women’s Issues, spoke about a pro-
gram called the Garima project. It was a USAID-funded
project, she explained, ‘designed to address violence
against women by engaging men and boys, community
and religious leaders, and doctors and health-care work-
ers… Garima has strengthened the implementation of key
pieces of legislation including the Domestic Violence Act,
the Prevention of Child Marriage Act, and the Pre-Natal
Diagnostic Technical Act.’ 

For these laws to be effective, she said, ‘hard work must
be done at the grassroots level to sensitize and educate

local communities… The Independent Commission for
People’s Rights and Development is one important program
supported by Garima to mobilize hundreds of men and boys
from low income/rural communities in Rajasthan and
Karnataka to address the problem of violence against women
through street plays and performances.’

Ghori said she first became acquainted with the ICPRD
While in India last November, when she watched ‘male
members of the Rajasthan community perform a powerful
street play that addressed the negative impact of child sex
selection, domestic violence, child marriage, and sexual
harassment or “eve-teasing” (sexual harassment)… It
turned boys and men into champions for the cause.’ 

In Chennai, Ghori said, ‘I watched young men perform
skits that touched upon
many of the issues of vio-
lence against women in
front of an audience of at
least 500 women.  When I
asked the young men why
they participated in the
program… one boy told
me the harrowing story of
his older sister who was
being forced to marry a
man more than twice her
age. Another young man
told me the pain he expe-
rienced watching his
younger sister teased and
jeered at whenever she
walked through the
street.’

The Secretary’s office on
Global Issues, Ghori said,
has funded seven small
grants in India, ‘ranging

from such issues as providing legal aid to
women, training for women political lead-
ers on how to advocate for stronger laws
and policies to protect women, supporting
programs that work with men and boys to
prevent violence against women, and
training for women entrepreneurs and
self-help groups such as SEWA.’

In India, said Maureen Greenwood
Basken, executive director, Women, Girls
and Population Program, United Nations
Foundation, ‘thanks to a strong relation-
ship with our board member (Infosys
founder) N R Narayana Murthy, the UN
Foundation partnered with the
Millennium Development Goal Health
Alliance and Infosys to launch the
Sankalp Platform.’

The Sankalp Platform, Basken explained,
‘built on the Innovation Co-creation engine
of Infosys, brings together stakeholders from
across diverse organizations and regions
onto a common forum to solve critical
maternal and child health challenges. The
first Sankalp challenge was to prevent
200,000 diarrheal deaths in children under
five by 2015 and the members are sharing
ideas on how to ignite greater uptake in the
use of oral rehydration salts, including more

appetizing flavor options.’
In recent years, Basken said, ‘India has led the way in

corporate responsibility… The UN Foundation has also
engaged Mukesh Dhiruvhai Ambani and Nitin Paranjpe to
champion a new private-sector partnership initiative, the
Business Leadership Council. Our Energy Practitioner
Network is working with Selco, an Indian solar company,
to provide solar lamps to girls who attend school… The
solar panels that charge the lamps are kept at the school
and each day the girls charge their lamps while they are in
class and bring them home to provide light for their fami-
lies at night. If the girls don’t attend school, their house-
holds are without light that night. This has given parents
an additional incentive to educate their daughters.’

FREE Matchmaking Website
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How America is helping 
women in South Asia

Bharatiya Janata Party supporters push through a police barricade as they march towards the home of
Sonia Gandhi, chief of India’s ruling Congress party, in New Delhi, April 21. Angry crowds demonstrated
after a 5-year-old girl was allegedly raped, tortured and kept in captivity for 40 hours, reviving memories
of last December’s brutal gang-rape and murder. 

ADNAN ABIDI/REUTERS
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Aruna Miller, the first and only Indian-
American woman legislator in the Maryland
State Assembly, who will soon introduce leg-

islation to allow for paid maternity leave in the
state, cited stark statistics about violence against
women.

She pointed out, ‘Number of US troops killed in
Afghanistan and Iraq — 6,648. But number of
women, in the same period, killed through domes-
tic violence in the US: 11,800… There are 1,500
shelters for battered women in the US, compared
to 3,800 animal shelters. Percentage of homeless
women with children reporting domestic violence:
92 percent.’ 

Violence against women and girls, she said, ‘is
one of the most widespread violations of human
rights. Ending it needs deep culture change and
that culture shift can only occur if each of us takes
responsibility for our own attitudes toward women,
where gender equality moves beyond the level of
talk and rhetoric.’

She lauded Angela Anand, vice president, NFIA
and chair of the women’s committee, for ‘raising
this important issue.’ 

Miller also showered kudos on the men of the
NFIA — Lal Motwani, chairman of the NFIA
Foundation, Sohan Joshi, president of NFIA — for
making the women’s symposium a regular feature
of the organization’s Washington, DC, parley.’ 

She also thanked the standing-room-only
turnout at the banquet hall of the Diya Restaurant
in Vienna, Virginia, for ‘taking the time to attend’.

Taking aim at India, Miller said, ‘It is hard to
believe that a country that has boasted a female

President, a female prime minister, 14 female
chief ministers is the same country that the
United Nations recognizes as the most danger-
ous place in the world to be a girl. India’s gen-
der inequalities start with simply being born a
female. Over 1 million female babies are killed
annually in rural villages and elsewhere…
Although outlawed in 1961, dowries remain a
modern-day cultural tradition that upholds the
tradition that women are less of a human and
thus, must be traded at a material loss to the
female’s family.’

She didn’t spare the US: ‘Despite all our rhet-
oric about family values, America’s policies to
support workers and families are worse than
any other country in the developed world —
and out of 181 nations, four do not provide paid
maternity leave. America has the highest GDP
in the entire world, yet its policies to support
working families are the worst of any country in
the developed world. We need effective laws
that are more responsive to women’s needs, and
a strengthened criminal justice system that is
responsive to crimes against women.’

She said, ‘We need the media to stop por-
traying women as sexual and visual objects.
We need to increase the number of women in
politics, law enforcement, and peacekeeping
forces.’

She asserted: ‘We cannot empower women
without the support of men — men who see
women as equal to them and men who refused
to be silent about violence against women.’

She praised community activist Dr Sambhu
Banik, who was in the audience, for being a
vociferous advocate for women’s rights.

‘Troops killed in Afghanistan and Iraq: 6,648. Number
of women, in the same period, killed through domestic

violence in the US: 11,800’

Maryland State Delegate Aruna Miller
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Thousands stranded, many feared dead as rains and rampaging rivers wreak havoc on North India

The rampaging Ganga submerges a statue of Lord Shiva in Rishikesh.

Torrential rains hit North India June 15-16.
Uttarakhand, where most rivers are in spate,
was the worst hit. Houses and buildings col-

lapsed and roads caved in many parts of the state. At
press time the death toll due to floods was 150, but
thousands are trapped in Uttarakhand’s higher reach-
es and the toll is expected to rise.

The state government  canceled the Char Dham
Yatra to holy Hindu sites high in the Himalayas as
well as the Kailash Mansarovar Yatra into Tibet
through Uttarakhand.  An estimated 71,000 pilgrims
were reported stranded. 

In Himachal Pradesh’s Kinnaur district, another
1,700 tourists are estimated stranded. The meteoro-
logical department said rains in June broke an 88-
year record. 

At press time, about 8,500 army troopers, 30 India
Air Force aircraft, 2,000 Indo-Tibetan Border Police
jawans, and 250 National Disaster Relief Force per-
sonnel had been deployed to tackle the flood situation.

Experts said the disaster was waiting to happen
because of frantic mining activities and mushroom-
ing hydropower projects in the mountainous state.
The debris being dumped into rivers has resulted in
the water level rising unnaturally, contributing to
flash floods. The top soil has been eroded, thanks to
deforestation.

The Kedarnath shrine in Uttarakhand’s Rudraprayag district, one of Hinduism’s holiest sites and one of the
Char Dhams, submerged in mud and slush. Over 50 pilgrims died in the unprecedented flash floods while
thousands were left stranded. Uttarakhand Chief Minister Vijay Bahuguna said it would take a year to clean
up the debris and restore the temple dedicated to Lord Shiva. 

Himalayan tsunami

Pilgrims stranded in Rudraprayag.  

COURTESY: ANI@ANI_NEWS/TWITTER

COURTESY: INDIAN ARMYREUTERS

Page A11



India Abroad June 28, 2013 A11INDIA NEWS/FLOOD FURY

Troopers distribute food packets and essential medicines to flood victims in Harsil village near Gangotri.

Himalayan
tsunami

Army personnel rescue pilgrims near Hemkund Sahib, one of
Sikhism’s holiest places.

Rescue operations in Govindghat, 
Chamoli district. 

An Indian army trooper swims through floodwaters to reach 
victims in Rishikesh.

PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY: INDIAN ARMY
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I
n our trade and profession we
hunted together — my friend and
mentor, Bahukutumbi Raman,
and I. Today I miss him and in

grieving for him, actually I grieve for
myself.

My friend for 40 years, not 30 as I
had Tweeted in my grief, Raman was a
core professional. But he was more.
Strong on loyalty and professional
excellence. Loved irreverent gossip yet
immensely secretive professionally. A
man seriously and earnestly devoted to
his profession, for whom detail was
everything.

A very private man, it took a while to
get to know him after I was sent to
study under him and eventually take
over from him, in 1972. There would be
days he would be very quiet; not rude,
just immersed in whatever he was
doing. I could sit there all day and read
volumes of intelligence material and
leave quietly without even a word. Or
not have shown up that day.

There were other days he would be
gossipy and cheerful with many stories
to tell of his days in Madhya Pradesh,
recounted with a loud chuckle. He did
spend time moulding me, taking me
through the paces, the dos and don’ts of
an analyst and what makes a career
intelligence officer. Over time the bond
grew and even when we disagreed, both
knew that we merely made a point and
moved on. 

Our career paths took us along dif-
ferent routes in 1974 but we met
again, professionally, in 1983 when I
took over from him once again and
finally, in August 1994 when he
retired. But he did not really retire.
Such men rarely do. His frequent
assessments, analyses and reports on
events were a touchstone for most of
us in the business of intelligence
reporting and assessments.

All of these are now on his blog
(ramanstrategicanalysis.blogspot.com)
for posterity to read and learn. Over
time his writings became legendary,
like the man himself. Later, he was

called in to help the government with
the task force on intelligence following
the Kargil Review Committee, he
became a member of the National
Security Advisory Board and once
again called to assist in the Naresh
Chandra Committee review.

Raman’s career took him through
tumultuous times of the Cold War, the
India-Pakistan war and the liberation
war in Bangladesh of 1971, the Naga
and Mizo rebellions and the peace
talks, the Sikh insurgency of the 1980s
and finally, the Inter Services
Intelligence-led campaigns in Jammu
and Kashmir in the 1990s, of which the
Mumbai bombings of March 1993 were
an important and monstrous milestone.

Raman was the only Indian intelli-
gence officer with three books to his
credit. Two of them were Intelligence:
Past Present and Future and A
Terrorist State As a Frontline Ally. He
writes about his experiences in his last
book, The Kaoboys of R&AW.

In this book, Raman is remarkably
chatty as he takes the reader through
his days in the intelligence world and
its interactions with the powers that be.
Raman expresses his anger at the US
State Department of the Bill Clinton
era pressuring us on Pakistan and the
eternal hyphenation between India and
Pakistan that was the hallmark of the
nineties till Kargil 1999.

His final remark on the US and per-
haps the Western attitude is still valid
when he says, ‘An over-anxiety to pro-
tect Pakistan from the consequences of
its misdeeds still continues to be the
defining characteristic of policy making
in the State Department.’ 

Secretary of State John Kerry might
do himself a favor by heeding Raman’s
last warning ‘ ... I am convinced in my
mind that if there is an act of terrorism
involving the use of weapons of mass
destruction one day, it would have orig-
inated from Pakistani territory.’

The last chapter of this book contains
his assessment of the organization he
served so selflessly and his advice for
the managers of intelligence in the
country. We would do ourselves
immense credit if we follow at least
some of the ideals and goals he sets out.

Raman the man has passed, Raman
the legend remains.

Vikram Sood is a former head of the
Research and Analysis Wing, India’s

external intelligence agency.

Vikram Sood salutes his
friend and mentor B
Raman, who passed
away June 16

The man has passed, 
the legend remains

B Raman, India’s best known
expert on terrorism and India

Abroad columnist, died in
Chennai, June 16. He was

suffering from cancer.



Premarital ssex iis mmarriage, 
court rrules

If consenting adults have sex, the
Madras high court said last week, it
will be considered a valid marriage.

‘If any couple choose to consum-
mate their sexual cravings, then that
act becomes a total commitment
with adherence to all consequences
that may follow, except on certain
exceptional considerations,’ Justice C
S Karnan said in his order. Marriage
ritual formalities, he said, were only
for the satisfaction of society.

Either party could approach a fam-
ily court for declaration of marital
status by producing documentary
proof for a sexual relationship, he
said. Justice Karnan made these
observations while modifying an
April 2006 judgment of a family
court in a maintenance case. The
court in Coimbatore had ordered a
man to pay Rs 500 ($9) mainte-
nance per month to his two children

and Rs1000 ($18) as litigation expenses
and had held that the woman’s wedding
with him did not have any documentary
proof. 

Justice Karnan directed the man to pay
her maintenance.

Indian AAir fforce ggets UUS aaircraft
The Indian air force June 18 received its

first C-17 Globemaster aircraft, which
landed at the Hindon airbase near Delhi.
Two more C-17 aircraft will be brought in
within weeks. The aircraft are part of a
fleet of 10 aircraft that are on order from
Boeing. The C-17 will gradually replace the
Russian Il-76.

Raja BBhaiya tto uundergo 
polygraph ttest

Former Uttar Pradesh minister Raghuraj
Pratap Singh alias Raja Bhaiya agreed to
undergo a lie-detection test in connection
with the murder of Zia-ul-Haq, a police-
man. Although India’s Central Bureau of
Investigation does not have evidence that

directly links the political strongman to
the case, it wants to get a clear picture of
his role, if any, CBI sources told the Press
Trust of India. Haq was shot dead March 2
in Pratapgarh district’s Balipur village,
where he had gone to probe the murder of
a village head. His wife Parveen Azad had
alleged Raja Bhaiya was involved.

Nitish KKumar wwins ttrust vvote
Three days after dumping long-time

coalition ally the Bharatiya Janata Party,
Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar won a
trust vote June 19 and proved his majority
in the state assembly. His party, the Janata
Dal-United, sailed through with 126 votes
in his favor after 91 BJP members and a
Lok Janshakti Party legislator walked out
of the 243-member House.

Mamata’s nnew cconspiracy 
theory

West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee alleged that the Communist
Party of India-Marxist had joined hands
with Maoists to kill her in a bid to return
to power in the state. She also charged the
rebels for being hand-in-glove with the
Congress party and the Bharatiya Janata
Party in plotting against her, and said the
Ananda Bazar Patrika Group media house
was also involved. 

Amarnath YYatra oon 
terror rradar

The India army said it has received
inputs that terrorists may try to disrupt
the Amarnath Yatra that begins June 28.

An anti-rape rally June 18 in Kolkata. The demonstration was held to protest against the increasing number of rapes in the city. The National Crime Records
Bureau said in its report recently that Bengal continued to top the list in crime against women for two years in a row.

GETTY IMAGES/NICKY LOH
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Fresh ffaces iin tthe CCabinet

Eight new faces were inducted into Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh’s council of min-
isters, June 17. The expansion and reshuffle
of the council was necessitated by the exit of
ministers from the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam and the resignations of Pawan
Kumar Bansal, Ashwani Kumar, Ajay Maken
and C P Joshi. 
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‘Intelligence inputs have
revealed that they (terrorists)
have intentions to disrupt the
yatra,’ Lieutenant General K T
Parnaik, general officer com-
manding-in-chief, Northern
Command, said June 17.
‘Precautions are being taken. We
have discussed security arrange-
ments for the pilgrimage and
plans are being made on how to
secure the yatra.’

Britain sspied oon IIndian 
delegates 
Britain spied on foreign politi-
cians and officials participating in
two G20 meetings in London in
2009 to get an edge during the
high-stakes financial talks,
according to documents uncov-
ered by United States whistle-
blower Edward Snowden and
obtained by The Guardian. 

The documents revealed that
foreign politicians and officials
who took part in the summits had
their computers monitored and
their phone calls intercepted on
instructions from the British gov-
ernment.

Apex ccourt tto hhear 
plea oon UUS IInternet ddata
surveillance

India’s Supreme Court agreed to
hear a public interest litigation on
Internet data snooping by the US
National Security Agency. The
plea sought to initiate action
against Internet companies in
India for allowing the NSA to
access information. 

The petitioner S N Singh, a pro-
fessor at Delhi University, alleged that such large-scale
spying was detrimental to national security and urged the
court to intervene.

Assam: 44 iinfected wwith HHIV aafter bblood
transfusion

Four people tested positive for the Human
Immunodeficiency Virus after blood transfusion at a state-
run hospital in Assam’s Darrang district, June 14. Chief
Minister Tarun Gogoi has ordered the police to register a
criminal case against those responsible for the transfu-
sion.

Mobile cclinics hhelp kkill ggirls
The pre-natal sex-determination racket has gone mobile

in Karnataka. A three-member team from the National
Inspection and Monitoring Committee caught a radiolo-
gist who offered his services at a bus stop near Bengaluru.
According to the police, the radiologist would visit the bus
stop twice a week with a mobile ultrasound machine and
help pregnant women determine the sex of their babies so
that they could abort girl fetuses.

Doctor iinvents ‘‘suicide-pproof’ cceiling ffan
A Madhya Pradesh cardiologist has invented a ‘suicide-

proof ’ ceiling fan. R S Sharma, a professor in a govern-
ment medical college in Jabalpur, says the inspiration
came when a teenaged boy in his neighborhood commit-
ted suicide after failing his high school examination.  

The device has a hollow metal tube inside the fan’s shaft,
to which the motor and blades are attached. Hinged to the
shaft are four heavy springs. The moment the limit set for
the optimum weight exceeds, the springs uncoil, leading

to a soft landing of the person without stretching of the
neck or straining the noose, Sharma said.

Illegal mmining: 33-yyear jjail ffor MModi’s mminister 
Babu Bokhiria, a senior minister in the Narendra Modi

government, was June 15 sentenced to three years impris-
onment by a court in Porbandar in a 2006 illegal lime-
stone mining case.

Maoists bblow uup sschool iin BBihar
Maoists destroyed a government school in Bihar’s Jamui

district June 15, days after attacking the Dhanbad-Patna
intercity train in which three people were killed. The
police said the school was targeted as revenge for combing
operations launched in the area since the attack on the
train.

National ccycling ccoach rrun oover
Ruma Chatopadhyay, India’s national cycling coach,

died June 18 after being hit by a taxi on the Delhi-Noida
Expressway. She was out on a training session with a
group of cyclists. Chatopadhyay, 51, represented India
three times in international competitions and served as
coach seven times, including in the Asian Games and
Asian Championship.

Economic iissues tto ddominate KKerry’s IIndia
visit

Economic issues like intellectual property protection,
local content restrictions and a continued cap on foreign
direct investment were likely to be on top of Secretary of
State John Kerry’s agenda when he travels to India June
23-25 for the US-India Strategic Dialogue.

Pakistan vviolates cceasefire aagain
Pakistan made another brazen ceasefire violation June

19 after a group of four armed men from the Pakistani
side were seen moving toward an Indian forward post in
Krishna Ghati in Jammu and Kashmir. Pakistani soldiers
fired indiscriminately along the Line of Control (the de
facto border between India and Pakistan) in Poonch sec-
tor, injuring a civilian and spreading fear among the vil-
lagers along the LoC.

Amitav GGhosh iin llonglist ffor 
UK lliterary pprize

Indian writer Amitav Ghosh has made it to the Warwick
Prize for Writing longlist in London. The list includes 12
novelists and poets pitted against non-fiction authors.
Ghosh has been nominated for River of Smoke, alongside
others like American writers Amy Espeseth (Sufficient
Grace) and Jonathan Franzen (Freedom).

Right tto llife, lliberty aavailable tto fforeign
nationals: AApex ccourt

The right to life and liberty, enshrined in Article 21 of
India’s Constitution, was available even to foreign nation-
als, the Supreme Court observed June 20 and quashed a
police case registered by the Maharashtra government
against three Ugandan citizens who were visiting India to
settle a business dispute with Videocon.

On a complaint by Videocon officials, the police had
charged the three with extortion and their passports
were impounded. The court said the charges ‘were 
baseless’ and directed the police to release their pass-
ports immediately.

A priest arranges mangoes to be offered to Lord Krishna during a mango festival in Ahmedabad. 

Fruit for gods
AMIT DAVE/REUTERS
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A
ditya K Sood, senior security con-
sultant, IOActive, says online cur-
rency transfer business companies
like Liberty Reserve, which was

indicted in the United States in a $6 billion
money-laundering scheme, are becoming
an alternative to the global banking system. 

The basic concept, he adds, is to start
with a fiat currency — an established
national currency — like the US dollar or
the Euro and convert it to an intermediate
digital currency until the transaction is
over, at which point the currency is con-
verted back into  fiat currency. 

“It is true that according to the terms of
use digital currencies are not to be convert-
ed by recipients for use of criminal activi-
ties or money laundering,” he says. “But
these restrictions are essentially unenforce-
able and that is how money laundering is
taking place.” 

Sood is a PhD candidate studying under-
ground economy at Michigan State
University, and has worked in the security
domain for Armorize, COSEINC and
KPMG. 

How big is the problem of underground
economy in the United States?

I won’t say that it is a problem related
only to the US. It is a global problem. If you
talk about e-currency, the question is where

does this come from and where does it go?
Where are the organizations that actually
perform e-currency transactions? The
Liberty Reserve was based somewhere in
Costa Rica. 

And WebMoney, another e-currency
company, is based somewhere in Russia.
The problem is big for those countries
where actually the money is being extract-
ed from, including the US. 

The problem persists at the point where
cyber attackers actually steal critical or sen-

sitive information of different users and use
that information to carry out monetary
transactions. To do that they use what we
call e-currency. So from the country per-
spective it is a big problem for the US, but
it is also a big problem for countries all
around the world. 

Can governments play a role in preventing
this?

Yes, governments can play a role. But we
have to understand two points. Why did e-
currency come to exist? The major idea

behind e-currency is that these organiza-
tions do not actually want to pay huge taxes
and transaction fee that is levied by differ-
ent credit cards companies, or for banking
transactions. 

It is a big problem that the government is
facing because all the money in these kinds
of transactions is not reported to the finan-
cial intuitions or the regulatory bodies like
the Internal Revenue Service. 

So it is easy money or black money that is
going in and out of the system. The govern-

ment has to play a critical role. In the US,
the laws are pretty strict. Still, it took seven
to eight years to prosecute Liberty. The
problem is that these organizations, which
perform e-currency transactions, are actu-
ally private institutions residing outside the
US, in countries where cyber laws are not
that strict. 

So there is a time lag here. The US gov-
ernment has to work with other govern-
ments around the world to actually come to
a point where they can prosecute these

criminals. But still they will have to wait a
couple of years because they need to get all
that information before they can prosecute
these criminals. 

In the Liberty Reserve case, they have
taken down the system and that is only
because the government has taken steps
and has worked with foreign governments.
The US has lost a huge amount of money
not because of e-currency but for the kind
of money and goods that have been trans-
acted without being reported to the IRS or
government regulatory authorities. 

You just mentioned cyber lag. All you
need is an e-mail address, fake or original,
to transfer the money. How does it work? 

There are two actors in this. The first are
the exchange-makers who actually
exchange your currency for e-currency.
And then we have e-currency providers
who have a particular set of exchange-mak-
ers, who are actually legitimate bodies,
exchanging money at the current rate. 

When you need to send money you have
to register or have to go in person to these
exchange-makers and have to register an
account. Or maybe you can talk with them
on the phone to initiate the process. They
will say $1, for example, equal to one
WebMoney dollar or one Liberty Reserve
dollar and charge you some percentage of
the money being sent. 

Only recognized exchange-makers are
allowed to perform e-currency transac-
tions. From a cyber attacker’s perspective it
is not hard to fake their identities and pro-
vide all the information and credentials to
initiate transactions.

But even cyber attackers need to have an
account with exchange-makers for e-cur-
rency. How would they do that?

As I said, once they have accessed infor-
mation from a legit institution about a guy
and validate that you are the same guy, you
will be allocated an account number, which
is used for storing money. 

Remember until and unless an exchange-
maker takes a step and converts e-currency
into fiat currency, it is useless. E-currency
can be stored and the recipient can take out
any amount at any time. But if it is not con-
verted to fiat money, if the system is taken
down the stored money is gone. 

Until and unless an exchange-maker goes
to take out the money, or the government
takes rigorous steps to move forward and
force exchange-makers to convert money,
the money is usually gone.

Can you elaborate on exchange-makers?
Exchange-makers have their policies and

they present themselves as trading compa-
nies, saying that they just exchange money.
There is actually one system out there that
makes this happen. Unless and until you
want to exchange the money, there is no
way you can get the money out. 

It is a game of ping-pong where every-
body is trying to push the ball to another
person’s court. They have set up policies in
such a way that you have just exchanged
money and the money has gone into anoth-
er system. The big problem is that all these
transactions are irreversible in nature. And
you do not know who to prosecute. 

There are many money transfer compa-
nies here, say, for India. How safe it is for
people to send money that would be con-
verted from dollars to rupees?

You need to use an authentication system.
If you use legitimate banks like the State
Bank of India, it will get into your account
one way or the other. There is a possibility
that whatever interest you earn on that they 

Page A17

The Business Interview
Aditya K Sood

‘It is a global
problem’
Cyber-security expert 
Aditya K Sood explains to
Suman Guha Mozumder the
dangers digital currency 
poses to governments and 
people across the world

A16

BUSINESS
India Abroad
June 28, 2013



India Abroad June 28, 2013 A17BUSINESS

are going to report it to the gov-
ernment. 

Similarly, for PayPal, you need to
have an account and you need to
have a proper checking account in
your bank. 

But in other cases, you send
money and they will give the money
only in cash. They do not send the
money to a person’s bank account.
So there is no record and even if
there is one it could be deleted. So
that is the problem. There is no
authentication when you register
with e-currency. It is actually black
money because it is not reported to
the government. That is why the
government is worried.

How do then people send money to
Swiss banks, black or white money?

Swiss banks work in a different
way. There you hold your currency
in fiat currency, which is declared by
a government to be legal tender. You
can actually make exchanges, for
example Indian rupees into Swiss
currency, but there is no intermedi-
ate currency in between like e-cur-
rency. 

Also there is a different way an
account in a Swiss bank can be
opened. The only thing is that they
do not divulge account holders’
information because of compliance
rules.

So are you actually transferring
money when you talk about e-cur-
rency? Suppose one has an account
with a recognized bank, the bank
will ask the sender about where the
money is being sent, right?

That is a pretty good question. Yes
you actually transfer money. But a
sender can evade surveillance
because the exchange-makers have
legitimate bank accounts and so you
can transfer inter bank. 

Exchange-makers have usually different
bank accounts. When you send money to
an exchange-maker, banks do not want to
know anything except whether the
exchange-maker has an account with them
or not. 

Since exchange-makers have accounts
with banks, they would not question the
sender about anything else. Exchange-
makers would admit that they have got the
money from another legitimate account
holder in a bank. 

The problem starts after hackers have
compromised the account, because banks
would not know who the actual actor is. So
it is basically open to hackers who can reset
notification, passwords sitting in another
part of the globe.

Can’t something be done about it techno-
logically?

Yes. Actually there are various organiza-
tions that are building some production
mechanism to disrupt the flow. In comput-
er parlance, one has to stop the error at the
top; if we are not able to do that, it will keep
on increasing. 

We have to detect those kinds of mali-
cious codes before they can extract all the
information. 

Solutions are being built but it is a kind of

arms race. They (cyber attackers) know
how the Internet works and that is why it
has become a potential problem. 

But many companies provide Internet
security against virus attacks, etc.

The problem is that the companies that
are building defense mechanisms do not
know about malicious codes until and
unless they are discovered. 

Banks too are trying hard to build differ-
ent policies and have fraud-detection teams
or fraud-prevention teams, given that the
underground economy in the US is a multi-
billion-dollar and lucrative industry for
criminals all over the world.

There are parallel systems like Liberty
out there. 

Cyber attackers have already built a mar-

ket place and have built systems, which are
completely automated using Botnet, a col-
lection of Internet-connected programs
communicating with other similar pro-
grams in order to perform tasks. 

This use can be as mundane as keeping
control of an Internet Relay Chat channel,
or it could be used to send spam e-mail. 

What drew you to cyber security?
We are building technology but how

many users understand the technology and
its pros and cons? That is one big problem
from the users’ point of view. We take a step
forward and start using technology right
away without understanding the pros and
cons. 

You cannot expect every user to be tech-
nology savvy. That is why it is important to

understand where people are sending their
information and what could be the conse-
quences of that. 

Security is very important while using
technology. There is a dearth of cyber-secu-
rity professionals and we need to have
cyber-security solutions. 

To answer your question, security is
something that motivates me and we have
to build products. We need to take care of
people’s privacy and their security as more
and more people are using technology
these days. 

We have to make sure that information
does not fall into wrong hands. I want to be
someone who will provide security to peo-
ple who are using new technologies and to
protect them from cyber criminals.

‘It is a global problem’
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Preet Bharara, United States Attorney for the Southern District of New York, describes charges against Costa Rica-based Liberty Reserve, one of the world’s largest
digital currency companies, May 28. The company and seven of its principals employees were indicted in the US for allegedly running a $6 billion money laundering
scheme.



A18 BUSINESS India Abroad June 28, 2013

Rupee hits new low
The Indian rupee June 20 plunged by a whopping 130

paise to hit a new low of 60 against the US dollar in early
trade on the Interbank Foreign Exchange. 

Nasscom concerned over 
curbs in US bill

India’s National Association of Software and Services
Companies has raised concerns over what it calls pro-
posed discriminatory restrictions in the draft US immi-
gration bill. Som Mittal, president, Nasscom, said, ‘Surely,
we have got huge concerns on the restrictions that are
being proposed in the Senate bill. There is discrimination
because it is based on visa-dependent companies versus
non-visa-dependent companies.’ 

He added the restrictions would have a major impact on
US corporations served by Indian IT companies, because
of which the first impact would be on the US economy
and customers there. ‘So, it is the US corporations who
are actually batting for us,’ he said.

FDA warns RPG Life 
Sciences

The Food and Drug Administration has issued a warn-
ing letter to RPG Life Sciences for violation of Current
Good Manufacturing Practice norms at its two plants at
Ankleshwar, Gujarat, and Mumbai. During an inspection
of the pharmaceutical manufacturing facility at Navi
Mumbai, FDA investigators said they identified signifi-
cant deviations from the CGMP for the manufacture of
active pharmaceutical ingredients. 

Rebuilding Infosys will take three
years: Murthy

Weeks after he was recalled and made executive chair-
man of Infosys, N R Narayana Murthy told
shareholders that rebuilding the company
would be ‘daunting’ and the task would
take about three years. Seeking their
‘understanding, support and encourage-
ment’, Murthy warned that there would be
some ‘tough decisions resulting in pain as
we move forward.’

India’s gold import to 
see sharp fall

After a sharp increase in April and May,
gold imports are expected to come down
significantly in June, due to the Reserve
Bank of India blocking the consignment
import route for the domestic market and
the federal government imposing a 2 per-
cent additional import duty. 

FDI in India dips to 
$5.47 billion

Foreign direct investment in India
declined by 6 percent to $5.47 billion dur-
ing the January-March quarter of the cur-
rent financial year even as government is
making efforts to promote the country as
an investment destination. 

FDI inflows were worth $5.84 billion in
January-March 2012. During the quarter,
highest FDI of $2.15 billion was received in
January, followed by $1.79 billion in
February, and $1.52 billion in March.

Mukesh Ambani’s ‘personal’ firms
ready for big boom

Mukesh Ambani’s personal companies, led by his power
and port ventures, are gearing up for a big business boom
by adding capacity to meet future demand. Bankers say
the unlisted Reliance Utilities & Power Ltd is expected to
spend close to Rs 10,000 crore ($1.7 billion) to add 2,600
megawatt of capacity over the next two years. The new

units will be set up in Jamnagar, Dahej and Hazira in
Gujarat, and take care of the increasing power require-
ments of RIL’s units. 

AirAsia revs up for India
Budget airline AirAsia June 17 announced Tata Group

patriarch Ratan Tata as its chief adviser, and Tata
Consultancy Services vice chairman S Ramadorai as its

chairman. AirAsia begins its India service
later this year.

Tatas looking at European
buys

Tata Coffee, India’s second-largest producer
of instant coffee, is aggressively looking to
expand its business by acquiring companies.
It is scouting for suitable firms in Europe and
planning to close the deal some time this year.
The company is looking at acquisition as part
of its vision to become a Rs 1,000-crore ($170
million) company by 2015.

India records second-
highest growth in super-
rich population

While the world is home to 12 million mil-
lionaires with collective net worth reaching a
record high of $46.2 trillion, India clocked
the second-highest growth of 22.2 percent in
its High Net Worth Individual population
last year after Hong Kong, according to the
World Wealth Report. The growth in num-
ber of HNWIs in India was attributed to
positive trends in equity market capitaliza-
tion, gross national income, consumption
and real estate.

the week thatwas
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EU fines Ranbaxy
The European Commission imposed a fine of euro 146 million on nine pharma companies, including Ranbaxy

Laboratories, for delaying market entry of cheaper generic versions of citalopram, a blockbuster antidepressant.
Ranbaxy has been fined euro 10.32 million. 

Apollo Managing Director Neeraj Kanwar speaks during a news conference in New Delhi June
14. Apollo Tyres lost a third of its market value in over two days as investors fretted over the
debt it will take on to fund its $2.5-billion acquisition of US-based Cooper Tire & Rubber. 

ANINDITO MUKHERJEE/REUTERS

ADNAN ABIDI/REUTERS

Ranbaxy Laboratories in
Gurgaon, Haryana
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Jet-Etihad deal hits air
pocket

Jet Airways’ Rs 2,058-crore ($350 mil-
lion) deal to sell 24 percent stake to Etihad
Airways has hit an air pocket, with the
Indian ministry of civil aviation raising
objections to the proposal of the West Asian
carrier to relocate a few business depart-
ments to Abu Dhabi. Moreover, the min-
istry of corporate affairs has raised ques-

tions on Etihad’s rights to nominate three
directors on the board and, despite being a
minority shareholder in the company,
decide on the vice chairman.

Jet Air business class
seats designed in garage

Giovanni Bisignani, former director gen-
eral and chief executive officer,
International Air Transport Association,
revealed that Jet Airways chief Naresh
Goyal developed his airline’s business class
mock-ups in utter secrecy inside the garage
of his London home. Bisignani said Goyal
had started from scratch to build a very
impressive career.

I live in the United States and have lately started investing
in India. However, I am not very clear about the tax inci-
dence on various investments. Can you elaborate on Indian
taxation on bank interest? Similarly, what is the tax position
with respect to mutual funds and investments in property?
Once tax is paid in India, will I be liable to pay tax here also?

— Sankarshan
1. The interest on the non-resident ordinary account is

taxable and also subject to tax deducted at source at 30.9
percent. 

2. In the case of mutual funds, tax depends upon whether
the mutual fund is equity oriented or not. Equity-oriented
mutual funds are those where the investments are 65 per-
cent or more in domestic equity shares. Long-term capital
gains on equity-oriented mutual funds are tax-free where-
as short-term capital gains are taxable at the rate of 15 per-
cent. 

For non-equity oriented mutual funds, long-term capital
gains are taxable at 20 percent after reducing indexed cost
or at 10 percent after reducing actual cost without indexa-
tion, whichever is lower.

Long-term capital gain will arise if the holding period is
over 12 months, else the gain is short-term in nature.

All dividends from mutual funds are tax-free. However,
there is a dividend distribution tax of 25 percent applicable
on dividends distributed by non-equity oriented mutual
funds.

3. For property to qualify as a long-term asset, the hold-
ing period has to be over 36 months. On long-term gains
from property, the tax rate would be at 20 percent after
reducing indexed cost from the sale proceeds. The option of
10 percent (as is available in the case of non-equity MFs) is
not available.  

Note that just as global income of a resident Indian is tax-
able in India (with Double Taxation Avoidance Agreement
relief ), the global income of a non-resident Indian may be
taxable in his host country. 

Legally, we can answer queries pertaining only to Indian
tax laws and regulations. We cannot comment upon the
taxability in any other country or jurisdiction. Kindly get
this information from a consultant specializing in tax laws
of your host country. 

Recently, in one of your answers to a query you mentioned
that a gift of Rs 50,000 ($864) or less to an Indian citizen is
tax free for the recipient in India.  Is it per year or one time
in a recipient’s life? Also, if the gifts of Rs 50,000 or less
were given to many family members of the recipient, say to
his wife and his children, is that counted as income for him?

— Gangar  
The Rs 50,000 limit has to be applied per financial year

(April-March) and not for the lifetime. By way of a back-
ground on this, any gifts received in excess of Rs 50,000

(received without consideration or for inadequate consid-
eration) is to be taken as income of the recipient and
charged to tax accordingly only if the donor of the gift is not
a relative of the recipient. 

In other words, gifts received from relatives are tax-free
irrespective of the amount of the gift. Also, for taxable gifts
(received from non-relatives), if the gift is above Rs 50,000,
it is the entire amount that will be taxed and not only the
incremental one above Rs 50,000. For example, if the gift
is say Rs 60,000, then the entire Rs 60,000 will be taxable
and not only the marginal Rs 10,000 over and above the Rs
50,000 limit.

‘Relative’ means 
Spouse 
Brother or sister 
Brother or sister of spouse 
Brother or sister of either parents 
Any lineal ascendant or descendant 
Any lineal ascendant or descendant of the spouse.
Spouse of the persons referred in clauses (ii) to (vi).”

Can an NRI give Form 15G/H to a bank so that bank does
not deduct tax on interest on his deposits? If the bank
deducts tax then what will be the best option for the NRI?

— Gian
Form 15G is meant for non-seniors whereas Form 15H is

meant to be used by a senior citizen (65 years or more of
age). If this form is submitted by the deposit holder in
respect of his deposit, the bank does not deduct tax while
paying interest. There are some conditions, which if the
deposit holder complies with, these forms can be submit-
ted. 

However, both the concept of a senior citizen as well as
submission of these forms is not applicable in case of NRIs.
In other words, NRIs irrespective of their age are not eligi-
ble to file Form 15G or 15H as the case may be. 

Consequently, it often so happens that the bank with-

holds tax (applies TDS) even if the overall income of the
NRI depositor is lesser than the basic exemption limit for
taxation of Rs 200,000 ($3,450). In this situation the best
course of action would be to file the tax returns and claim a
refund of the extra amount of tax deducted. Note that a
Permanent Account Number is mandatory in order to file
the return.

My query is regarding insurance. Can an NRI (now a US
citizen), invest in Indian insurance plans since his family
continues to reside in India?

— C Sinha 
Yes, an NRI or a person of Indian origin (an NRI with

foreign citizenship) has been granted general permission to
invest in any insurance plan in India irrespective of
whether his family resides in India or not. As per the cur-
rent tax policy, the premium paid during the financial year
is eligible for a tax deduction up to Rs 100,000 ($1,700).
The maturity proceeds (if the plan is other than term insur-
ance where there is no maturity value) are fully tax-free and
can be remitted abroad with a ceiling of Rs 1 million
($17,300) per financial year (Apr-Mar).

A N
SHANBHAG

SANDEEP
SHANBHAG

Readers who wish to ask A N Shanbhag a question can
fill in the following details and mail the coupon to: The
Business Editor, India Abroad, 42 Broadway, 18th Floor,
New York, NY 10004
Or fax it to 212-727 9730

Your question: 

Name: 

Address:

A N Shanbhag is an investment consultant and author of In the
Wonderland of Investment; How to Convert a Taxpayer into a
Taxsaver; NRI Investment Guide. This article does not constitute
tax or legal advice. Consult your tax or legal advisor before making
any tax- or legally-related investment decisions. The authors may
be contacted at wonderlandconsultants@yahoo.com

India investment tips for the Diaspora

the week thatwas
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PASCAL ROSSIGNOL/REUTERS

An Air India
Airlines Boeing
787 dreamliner
takes off for a
flying display
during the 50th
Paris Air Show
at the Le
Bourget airport
near Paris,
June 14. 
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India crush
Pakistan 

India produced yet another
clinical performance as
they outplayed arch-rivals
Pakistan by eight wickets 
in a high-voltage group
league encounter of the
ICC Champions Trophy in
Birmingham, the United
Kingdom, June 15.
Man of the match
Bhuvneshwar Kumar 
notched up figures of two
for 19.

Pakistan 165
Nasir Jamshed c Raina b Kumar 2 (9)
Kamran Akmal c Kohli b Ashwin 21 (38)
Mohammad Hafeez c Dhoni b Kumar 27 (31)
Asad Shafiq c Dhoni b I Sharma 41 (57)
*Misbah-ul-Haq b Jadeja 22 (33)
Shoaib Malik lbw b Jadeja 17 (23)
Umar Amin not out 27 (26)
Wahab Riaz b Ashwin 0 (2)
Saeed Ajmal c R Sharma b I Sharma 5 (16)
Junaid Khan run out (Kohli) 0 (1)
Mohammad Irfan run out (Yadav) 0 (2)
Extras: 3 byes:0 leg byes:1 no balls:0 wides:2
Total: 165-10 (39.4)
India: Bhuvneshwar Kumar 8-2-19-2, 
Umesh Yadav 6.4-0-29-0, Ishant Sharma 7-0-40-2,
Ravichandran Ashwin 8-0-35-2, Virat Kohli 2-0-11-0,
Ravindra Jadeja 8-1-30-2.

India 102-2 
Rohit Sharma c Misbah b Ajmal 18 (32)
Shikhar Dhawan c Jamshed b Riaz 48 (41)
Virat Kohli not out 22 (27)
Dinesh Karthik not out 11 (15)
Suresh Raina
*M S Dhoni
Ravindra Jadeja
Ravichandran Ashwin
Bhuvneshwar Kumar
Umesh Yadav
Ishant Sharma
Extras: 3 byes:0 leg byes:0 no balls:0 wides:3
Total: 102-2 (19.1) 
Pakistan: Mohammad Irfan 4-0-24-0. 
Junaid Khan 4-0-21-0, Saeed Ajmal 5-0-29-1, 
Mohammad Hafeez 2.1-0-8-0, Wahab Riaz 4-0-20-1.

* captain

The Indian squad that is currently participating in
the ICC Champions Trophy in England has been
retained for the upcoming tri-series in the West

Indies, starting June 28. The third team in the tourna-
ment is Sri Lanka.

The matches will be played in Antigua, Jamaica and
Trinidad.

With the team performing brilliantly and qualifying for
the Champions Trophy semi-finals with an all-win

record, the Indian selectors decided against making any
changes.

The ssquad: Mahendra Singh Dhoni (Captain),
Shikhar Dhawan, Virat Kohli, Suresh Raina, Dinesh
Karthik, Murali Vijay, Rohit Sharma, Ravindra Jadeja,
Ravichandran Ashwin, Irfan Pathan, Umesh Yadav,
Bhuvneshwar Kumar, Ishant Sharma, Amit Mishra, R
Vinay Kumar.

India retain Champions Trophy
squad for Windies tri-series

Ajit Chandila T
he  five-day police custody of
Rajasthan Royals cricketer Ajit
Chandila, arrested in the Indian
Premier League spot-fixing case,
ended June 20. He was sent to judi-

cial custody till July 2. 
The cricketer was arrested May 16 and

remained in police custody till May 28, after
which he was remanded to judicial custody.
During a hearing June 17, senior public prosecu-
tor Rajeev Mohan had sought five days’ addi-
tional police custody of the player. 

Mohan pointed out to the court that the
Maharashtra Control of Organized Crime Act
had been invoked against Chandila June 3 and
his police custody was required to corroborate
the evidence collected after invocation of the
stringent law.

‘For the purpose of investigating under
MCOCA, accused Ajit Chandila was required,’
Mohan said. ‘He was found to be one of the main
conspirators and his presence was required to
unearth the deep rooted conspiracy of the
organized crime being operated by underworld
don Dawood Ibrahim and his aide Chhota
Shakeel.’

In its application seeking Chandila’s police cus-
tody, the prosecution had said, ‘During investiga-
tion, lot of supportive evidence like intercepted
voice calls, two mobiles used by him (Chandila)
in spot/match fixing and match-fixing cash of Rs
20 lakhs ($36,363.6) was found. He was found
receiving money from many bookies, fixers in
lieu of spot fixing in the cricket match.’

Chandila’s remand was vehemently opposed
by his counsel Rakesh Kumar, who said the
MCOCA was invoked ‘to trap us and keep us
behind the bars as the court was going to grant
us bail on June 4.’

The court had earlier granted bail to cricketers
Santhakumaran Sreesanth, Ankeet Chavan and
19 others due to lack of evidence. 

The Delhi police had opposed Chandila’s bail
plea, saying he was a ‘key conspirator’ in the
spot-fixing case and was acting at the behest of a
syndicate run by fugitive international gangster
Dawood Ibrahim.

Spot-fixing: Chandila to
remain in judicial custody

PHOTOGRAPHS: BCCI
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Dnyaneshwar Mulay, India's consul general in New York, with Federation of Indian Associations officials at a kickoff event for
the FIA's famed India Day Parade.

her mother had severe leprosy, her father was an alcoholic. This
girl, with so much ability, so much potential wanted to do an MBA.
I came back to New York and raised about $3,000 for her and this
other girl. In going back I realized that it wasn’t just her, that there
were many young women who had a real desire to study at the
higher education level, but money and social circumstances were
really preventing them.”

This was when Timms opened her first center, where women
could come to study and have access to a library and a computer
lab. At first it was just three students, today there are 100 students
at that first center in Madurai. The organization has grown to
include three other centers, with a total of about 250 women,
between the ages of 18 and 22. They go to college on scholarships,
and on the weekends and some evenings, they take part in a pro-
gram called ‘I am a leader,’ in which they learn leadership life
skills.

Timms says that this is a huge difference from what the alterna-
tive would have been for them — likely marriage before 18 into a
home where they hold zero decision-making power, little knowl-
edge about even their own health, and no voice.

“I just saw how very simply you can really change someone’s life,”
Timms said, “that getting them into a classroom will change their
future forever.”
www.womenseducationproject.org

Bollywood-themed New York
event raises money for

women’s education
Page T2

PARESH GANDHI
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GEORGE JOSEPH

Though Judge Mathew A Rosenbaum,
Supreme Court Justice in State of
New York, lifted all restrictions on

carrying the kirpan — the ceremonial Sikh
sword — at the Gurdwara of Rochester,
New York, June 6, the mediation efforts by
him to settle other disputes did not suc-
ceed.

The judge ordered a trial in the case, star-
ing October 15.

The gurdwara, founded in the 1980s on
an 8-acre land, was following the Sikh
order till a few years ago, according to
Parminder Soch, one of the defendants in a
case filed by the seven trustees. The
trustees changed the constitution to make
it a religious organization as per Article 9 of
New York State Law, which deals with free
churches. It allows self perpetuating
trusteeship, said Soch. Some of the mem-
bers challenged this, demanding to rein-
state the old constitution and democratic
elections.

Following this, the trustees approached
the court to ban some members from com-
ing to the gurdwara in 2010. They also
asked to ban carrying of the kirpan inside
the gurdwara complex. The lawsuit had
termed the kirpan as dangerous weapon.

The court agreed, but the move was
opposed by Sikhs everywhere.

“Usually, the aggrieved party files cases
against the officials. Here it happened the
other way,” Soch said.

The ban order was modified January 11,
2011 to allow congregants to carry kirpans
not bigger than 6 inches.

It also allowed ‘full size kirpans to be
worn by the groom in wedding ceremonies
and that out of  town dignitaries could 
wear full size kirpans with the approval of
gurdwara general secretary, provided 
that all such kirpans remained fully
sheathed.’

Santokh S Badesha, one of the trustees
and founders, disputed the defendants’
claims. He said the gurdwara was original-
ly constituted as a religious corporation
under Article 9. “We bought land, built
buildings and facilities and there were no
problems,” he said.

By 2001, new members joined and there
was tension building between fundamen-
talists and moderates, he said. In 2009, one
of the defendants went to court questioning
the incorporation under Article 9; the court
threw away the suit. The defendants and
their supporters then began to disrupt the
functioning of the gurdwara; the police
were called more than 10 times. The plain-

tiffs wanted to restrict the entry of two fam-
ilies, as they were allegedly creating prob-
lems.

The trustees went to court. They made it
a religious issue creating religious fervor,
Soch said. “Now the whole issue is in
court,” he said.

The Sri Akal Takht Sahib in Amritsar, the
supreme authority of the Sikhs, had
appointed a seven-member committee in
the United States to get the kirpan restric-
tions removed.

The committee was headed by California-
based Satpal Singh Kohli, ambassador of
the Sikh religion in the western hemi-
sphere. Sikh activist-scholar Dr Bhai
Harbans Lal, known to both plaintiffs and
defendants, was invited to assist. After
their intervention both groups had 
agreed to work to settle the disputes amica-
bly.

Following this, plaintiffs, Santokh S
Badesha, Sudarshan S Bains, Bhoopinder S
Mehta, Harbajan S Purewal, Maghar S
Chana and Rajdeep K Cheema, trustees of
the gurdwara, which is a corporation
organized and existing under the Religious
Corporation Law of New York, moved the
court to lift all restrictions.

The defendants are Parminder S Soch,
Mandeep (Makhan) Singh, Ajay Singh, and

Pushpinder Taneja and Gurinder S Bedi,
Damapaul Sondhi and Sandeep S Grewal.

The defense did not oppose the request to
end the ban on kirpan.

‘Defense counsel states,’ the court order
noted ‘that the plaintiffs’ true motivation to
seek the modification is the result of con-
tinued significant pressure applied to
plaintiffs by the supreme Sikh authority
and the international media for incorrectly
portraying a kirpan as a potential weapon
rather than a sacred symbol of Sikh faith.
Defendants contend that the plaintiffs’
actions in obtaining the order to show
cause has caused negative publicity and
plaintiffs have been criticized for the posi-
tion they took. Defendant papers seek to
clarify their understanding of the plaintiff ’s
desire to modify the injunction. No opposi-
tion to the relief sought is set forth.
Accordingly, plaintiff ’s request to modify
the preliminary injunction is granted as
requested.’

No disputes have been resolved, said
Jagjit Singh, secretary, Guru Ram Das Sikh
Mission of America, Office of the
Ambassador of Sikh Dharma, “except that
the ban on kirpan has been lifted.”

Satpal Singh is still in negotiation with
both parties and is trying to mediate, Jagjit
Singh said.

“The court case is going to be expensive,
may take a long time and the outcome may
not be what the parties are hoping for,”
Jagjit Singh said. “Satpal Singh is of the
opinion that such Sikh matters must be
resolved with the guidance of Akal Takht
Sahib and not by a judge who may not
know much about the Sikh religion and its
practices.”

CHAYA BABU

Abuilding that used to be home to the Ansche Chesed
Synagogue in New York but has 19th century Gothic
interiors seemed like an odd location for an evening

of Indian food, a bhangra performance, and an Indian-
inspired show fashion modeled on a runway. 

But beneath the soft glow of pink and blue light-
ing and gold curtains hanging from balconies
overlooking the floor and stage, the Angel
Orensanz Foundation provided an elegant setting
for Molecule Communications’ fundraising event
for the Women’s Education Project.

The event, Fashion Fiesta for a Cause, drew a
crowd of 250 and raised $32,000 for the organiza-
tion.

“I really like the idea of cross-cultural events,”
said Ajay Shrivastav, director of Molecule. “I’m
from India, but I live here, and I love both coun-
tries. I want to bring these two cultures together,
and if you look at the crowd, it’s a total blend of
India and the West.”

Every year, Shrivastav identifies a nonprofit that
he would like to help by creating a night of enter-
tainment, cocktails, food, and big names. He met
Zoe Timms, founder of the Women’s Education
Project, last year, and found her work inspiring.

“A lot of times genuine nonprofits and small
organizations struggle for recognition, so our goal
is to pick one each year, help them raise funds, and
bring celebrities together to expose the organiza-
tion to a bigger audience and donor base,” he said.
“It’s a full house, as you can see. And next time Zoe
approaches somebody, she won’t be an unknown
woman trying to run this small organization.”

The event included comedy by Sandra
Bernhard and Taylor Negron, dance perform-
ances by Rioult Dance NY, and Bollywood style
by Betsey Johnson. Guests were dressed in a mix
of Eastern and Western wear. Cassie Hardwood,
who was hosting a table, had her blond hair tied
into a knot on top of her head and her face dec-
orated with tiny shimmering dots along her eye-
brows. Her bindi and bangles matched her red
salwar kameez. Her friend had garland of large
orange flowers hanging from his neck.

“We were told it was Bollywood-themed, so we
took it to the next level,” Hardwood said.

The money raised is can support 100 students
for a year at the Women’s Education Project’s
centers in India, which was Timms’ goal for the
event. She founded the organization in Madurai,
Tamil Nadu, in 2002, after realizing that she
wanted to work in grassroots education and help
women from the poorest socioeconomic back-
grounds get to college.

“It really just started off,” Timms said, “because
I had a friend who I had thought was from a
middle-class background. It turned out that she
was living in real poverty with her family, that

Kirpan ban lifted in Rochester 
gurdwara, but dispute continues

Bollywood-themed New York event
raises money for women’s education

From left, Betsey Johnson, Zoe Timms, Ajay Shrivastav and Sandra Bernhard Page T1



India Abroad NY/NJ/CT June 28, 2013   T3

ExpressSend® Service

Money for them  
and a gift for you

wellsfargo.com

Wells Fargo ExpressSend®. An economical, convenient and  
dependable way to send money home®. 
Send money to your loved ones. It’s convenient, because you can do it online, over the phone, or in 
person.1 It’s economical, because we offer competitive exchange rates, one low transfer fee,2 and 
transfer fee discounts with select Wells Fargo Checking Packages®. And it’s dependable, because 
your money is delivered quickly and safely by a bank you trust. 

Plus, you’ll receive a gift from us when you open a new agreement and send money from an 
eligible account by June 30, 2013.3 For a limited time, we’ll even waive your first transfer fee,4 
so talk to a banker, sign up for the ExpressSend® service, and start sending money today.

1 The first remittance for each service agreement must be completed in person at a Wells Fargo store.
2 Fees may vary depending on checking package, designated country, funding source, and/or transfer amount. In addition to the transfer fee, Wells Fargo makes money if converting US dollars to a foreign currency.
3  To qualify for the cooler bag, a new ExpressSend customer must sign up for a new agreement and send money by June 30, 2013. Offer is valid from June 1 – June 30, 2013 only or while supplies last.  

Limit one cooler bag per customer. Offer is only available at participating Wells Fargo banking locations in the Northeast region (states include: DE, PA, NJ, NY, CT). Wells Fargo team members are not eligible for this offer. 
4 Limited time offer available only to new ExpressSend customers who sign up for the service and make the first transaction from an eligible account by June 30, 2013. Restrictions apply. See banker for details.
© 2013 Wells Fargo Bank, N.A. All rights reserved. Member FDIC. Transferred funds are not FDIC-insured. ECG-964439

Enjoy this   
 cooler bag —  

our gift to you!
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ACCOUNTANTS/CPA

HARISH HATHIWALA, CPA
Specializing in Small Businesses,

Accounting, Auditing, Income Tax,

New Business Set up Service. 

NYC (212) 714-1988, 
NJ (201) 656-2000 051614AY

HEMISH S. KAPADIA, CPA, EA,

MBA, MS SUSHIL T. KAPADIA,
CPA, EA, ACA Enrolled 

Agent with IRS, Certified 

Public Accountant, Chartered

Accountant, Former Tax Auditor 

& Assistant to Income 

Tax Commissioner-NYC. 

31 + years in practice. 

TEL: (201) 444-4648 100413A

ACCOUNTANTS/CPA

ACCOUNTANTS/CPA

ACCOUNTING AND TAX

PREPARATION for Individual,

Businesses. Singh & Shah

270-01 Hillside Avenue, 

New Hyde Park, NY 11040 

(718) 343.4343. 120613AY

ALATHUR NANDAN, CPA.

Accounting, Financial Planning & 

Tax Preparation, 303 5th Ave, 

Suite1311, New York, 

NY 10016. (212) 696-1574; 

(212) 696-4159 112213A

C. R. PATEL, CPA. Accounting,

Auditing, Taxes and New Business

Set-up, Liquor License, E-file etc.

Call: (718) 779-4585 080213AY

DEV M. KINI, MBA, CPA, CFP,

Accounting, Auditing, Tax, 

Financial Planning, 21 West 38th

St., 9th Floor, NY 10018; 

Ph. (212) 947-6787; 

(732) 322-4971. 032814AY

ACCOUNTANTS/CPA

KANWAL K. KAPUR, CPA 

25 Winthrop Dr. Woodbury, NY

11797. Servicing small businesses,

professionals for over 25 yrs.

Tel: (516) 367-3227. 110813AY

PATHIK SHAH, CPA,

Accounting, Financial Planning,

Tax preparation, New Business

setup. (516) 414-0932. 053014A

ARCHITECT

ASTROLOGY

BRINDAVAN DHAAM
International famed astrologer

Acharya Laxmikant Sharma. Any

work possible by vedic pooja/right

astrological consultation 

(201) 420-6750/6259. 092713AY

PANCHANGAMS for 240 cities;

PDF and iCalendar; 99 cents.

Download sample page or order a

Hindu birth chart. Visit
www.gurudeva.org/panchang 062813A

AUTO INSURANCE

CONSTRUCTION (GENERAL)

COURIER SERVICES

DEGREE EVALUATION/GREEN CARD

DENTIST

DOCTOR

DOCTOR

DRIVING SCHOOL

ARYA DRIVING SCHOOL. 

Learn with experienced 

instructor 5 hr. class. (Fresh

Meadows / Flushing / Queens.

Bus Q65 /Q17 / Q88. 

(718) 539-3700 090613A

LIMO SERVICE

TRI STATE LIMO Why pay more?
Better fare, better service Airport. MHT.
Daniel Kim (201) 364-8000 081613A

MAGAZINE

HINDUISM TODAY magazine:
Subscription 25% off 
with coupon IA0303 at: 
www.minimela.com 062813A

WEDDING SERVICES

SAI PAAN & GARLAND. Jasmine
Gajara, Merrigold Garlands,
Mandap, Tulsi,. Bananna leaves
etc. Call Bhanu Shetty (718) 446-
6060, (732) 549-6465. 112213AY
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BUSINESS/SERVICES DIRECTORY
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Shashi B. Malik CPA
offers complete, caring and

quality services in

ACCOUNTING AND
TAXATION

Whether individual, partnership or corporation.
Entrust your anxieties concerning tax returns and

accounting needs to us. We do the best in tax
planning, bookkeeping, payroll, sales/purchase

evaluation, IRS and NYS tax audits, new business
setups and all the related services. We are prob-
lem solvers. Our work is neat, detailed, meticu-

lous and on schedule. Our fees are modest.
Initial consultation free. Just talk to us.

Tel: (516) 868-6429
Fax: (516) 378-6016

1955 Grand Avenue
Baldwin, New York 11510

(Opposite Walgreens)
Email: cpaadvisor@yahoo.com

Jain Accounting & Tax Services
40-03 170th St., Flushing, NY 11358

RELIABLE • DEPENDABLE • PROFESSIONAL
FREE INITIAL CONSULTATION

• New Business Set-Ups • Payroll & Sales Tax Returns
• Computerized Accounting, Bookkeeping & Tax Services

• Tax Returns for: Individuals, Corporations, Partnerships, Proprietorships.
CALL ASHOK JAIN, EA, ABA

Tel.: (718) 961-1726 (917) 607-4923

Eastern Air Couriers, Inc
144 West 37 St., 4th Fl., New York, NY 10018

Tel. Nos.: (NYC) 212-575-8300
(LA) 187788EACNY

www.EACny.com
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AJEET CONSTRUCTION
Renovation, carpentry, roofing, concrete, plumbing,

electrical, kitchens, bathrooms, doctor offices, stores,
finished bsmts, tiling, flooring, siding, windows,
exteriors, dormers, new homes. Fully insured 

NYC Lic # 0850530 Nass Lic # H18E0880000
Suff Lic # 32760-H

(718) 347-9118 / (C) (516) 924-2393
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International Taxation (India-US) 
Individuals & Corporations FBAR

212.868.4402 • 203.291.9093
212.868.4401 • info@ifrspartners.com
CT- Cecil Nazareth ACA, CPA, MBA
NY- Chris Nazareth CPA, CISA, CMA
NJ- Clem Nazareth ACA, CPA, MBA

NAZARETH ACA & CPAs
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KALRA INSURANCE
25 Years in Business25 Years in Business
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We deal with Multiple Insurance Companies 
to get best prices for our clients

AUTO, HOMEOWNERS, 
BUSINESS INSURANCE, 

WORKERS COMPENSATION, 
CONTRACTORS, 

COMMERCIAL AUTO

Call: (718) 426-1195

PRADEEP AGARWAL, CPA, P.C.
OFFSHORE ACCOUNTS SPECIALIST
TAX PLANNING & PREPARATION FOR 

INDIVIDUAL, CORPORATION & PARTNERSHIP
• New Business Set-Ups • Accounting & Audit Services 

• Payroll & Sales Tax Preparation • Estate & Trust Planning
CALL FOR FREE INITIAL CONSULTATION

81-16 Lefferts Blvd. Kew Gardens, NY 11415
Email: pagarwalcpapc@gmail.com

Phone: 718.850.4404 Fax: 718.850.4424 12
06

13
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SUSHIL SADH, CPA, MBA
Professional SServices

Audit • Tax • Consulting • Financial Advisory

11 Penn Plaza, Suite 2202, New York, NY 10001

Phone: (212) 760 -1124 • Fax: (212) 760 -1142
www.sadhcpa.com

SADH && AASSOCIATES,LLC
Accountants && Consultants
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Ashok K. Dogra, DDS
Sparkle, get it regularly at your dentist.

Complete quality dental care at reasonable
rates, 1-Hour Tooth Whitening. Kissena

Dental Care, 42-64 Kissena Blvd, Flushing, 
718-445-0455/56

Pvt, Insurance, Medicaid accepted.
Day, Eve & Sat hrs. by appt.

Dental Implants are the solution!
Digital X-Rays, Free Cosmetic Consultation!
Invisalign clear alternate to metal braces for
Adults & Children. We take most insurances!

Call: (718) 956-8400
Deepak & Ami Bhagat DDS, Noor US Sabah DDS

Missing Teeth?
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FOREIGN DEGREE EVALUATION,
FULL SERVICE US/CANADIAN IMMIGRATION,
LANGUAGE TRANSLATION/INTERPRETATION,
ADMISSION IN US COLLEGE, BRING STAFF

FROM INDIA FOR YOUR BUSINESS.

Call: (718) 445-2790
OR VISIT WWW.DEGREEEVALUATION.COM
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EXPERIENCED EEX NNY SSTATE
AUDITOR~IRS EENROLLED AAGENT 

ACCOUNTING, BBOOKKEEPING
TAXATION, IINCORPORATION

NEW BBUSINESS SSETUP 
FREE EEFILE. Call RRAMESH KKACHALIA

516-7792-33477   5516-8849-11974 08
09

13
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Call (917) 254-6647
www.africanmedium.com

SALEEM AFRICAN
Spiritualist love specialist, reunite

lovers, black magic spell, business,
luck, impotency, strong voodoo.
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(20 years of Tax Experience in USA)
Experienced CPA will manage your case

Businesses/ Individuals
RESIDENT / NONRESIDENTS / STUDENTS
1) IRS TAX AUDITS / LEVIES 
2) FOREIGN ACCOUNTS REPORTING 
3) DEATH & DIVORCE TAX ISSUES 
4) FINANCIAL AND TAX PLANNING 

LALIT ABICHANDANI, CPA
ABIC CPA ASSOCIATES

Tel: 212.576.1592
LalitCPA@yourtaxadvisor.com

YourTaxAdvisor.com
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Health Care for All Women OBGYN PLLC

25-33, 36th Ave, Long Island City, NY 11106.
Phone (718) 877-8692
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Dr. Sarita Khatri, MD
OBSTETRICS AND GYNECOLOGIST 

BOARD CERTIFIED

E D U C A T I O N

NY INSTITUTE OF MEDICAL CAREERS
NURSE AIDE $549

EKG TECHNICIAN $350
PHLEBOTOMY TECHNICIAN $350
PHARMACY TECHNICIAN $699

EKG & PHLEBOTOMY $550
MEDICAL ASSISTANT $3500

Call: 718.565.9500
718.406.9290/718.565.9501

• Open 7 Days • Job Placement Assistance • Easy Paymnet Plan
• National and State Exams on premises

Licensed by NYS Education Dept.
WE ACCEPT WORKFORCE VOUCHERS
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ASHOK ARCHITECTURE & PLANNING
SERVING GENERAL CONTRACTORS,

OWNERS & DEVELOPERS IN NY AND NJ
DESIGN • CONSULTING • ZONING • PLANNING

ASHISH A. PATEL, R.A., NYS/NJ
Phone: (718) 807-6006 • Email: ashishjobs@aol.com

202-43, 46TH Road, Bayside, NY 11361 

Closing Day for 

Business Services Directory Ads 

Wednesday at 4.00pm. 

Call: 646.432.6026
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Dr. Pragnesh A. Desai
Board Certified Urologist

Specializing in male and female 
disorders of the urinary tract:

• Vasectomy • Kidney stones • Prostate complications
• Erectile dysfunction • Laser surgery and Lithotripsy

6083 Hamilton Boulevard, Allentown, PA 18106

Free parking, handicapped accessible. We accept most insurances!

Call now to make an appointment:

(610) 366-2112

http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=T4&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.gurudeva.org%2Fpanchang
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RITU JHA

New research by Stanford researcher
Vinod Menon , shows for the first
time that measures of brain struc-

ture and connectivity predict how much a
child’s mathematical problem solving abili-
ty improves with math tutoring. 

The study was conducted by Menon,
director, Stanford Cognitive and Systems
Neuroscience Laboratory. The lab is a mul-
tidisciplinary brain research group in the
Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral
Sciences at Stanford’s School of Medicine.

Menon’s study was published last month
in the Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences.

“My colleagues and I investigated the
brain predictors of individual outcomes to
one-on-one math tutoring in 24 children
aged 8-9 years with different levels of
mathematical abilities,” Menon told India
Abroad.

He said the children went through a set of
standardized IQ, math and reading ability
tests, followed by MRI scans before they
took part in an eight-week tutoring pro-
gram that emphasized conceptual and pro-

cedural knowledge of math.
The researchers found that children with

larger gray matter volume in three brain
structures tended to get more benefit from
math tutoring. The best predictor was the
size of the hippocampus, a structure tradi-
tionally deemed vital to memory and learn-
ing.

“We observed improvements in the
speed, accuracy and efficiency of math per-
formance after tutoring, with some chil-
dren improving significantly more than
others,” Menon said. 

He said that while none of the standard-
ized test scores predicted improvements in
math performance in response to tutoring,
the structure and connectivity of the hip-
pocampus did. 

“Our findings suggest that math tutoring
outcomes can be best predicted by brain
measures, and may help explain why some
children benefit more from math tutoring

than others,” Menon said.
He was trained in physics and computer

science but became interested in how the
brain works and how people think, leading
him to move to cognitive neuroscience.
Menon said his lab is particularly interest-
ed in brain development and malleability
— how children learn and acquire new
knowledge.

“We are interested in learning in general,”
he said, “but we have focused on math
learning because it is a more tractable
problem compared to language learning
which occurs in younger children. Younger
children are more difficult to study with
functional MRI techniques.”

He said he focused on children of 8-9
years of age because that is an important
age for acquiring basic arithmetic skills and
building long-term memory.

Menon said the data took almost four
years to acquire.

The tutoring program combined concep-
tual instruction with speeded-up retrieval
of math facts. The tutoring involved 15–20
hours of training, conducted over 8–9
weeks, and consisted of 22 lessons of
increasing difficulty.

Menon believes this line of research will
help provide a better understanding of
brain mechanisms underlying learning in
children and adults. 

“Our work may help to identify children
who require different approaches or more
intensive tutoring,” he said. “(It) may also
lead to development of better learning par-
adigms, particularly for children with
learning disabilities.”

Menon, who came to Stanford University
as a Sinclair Foundation Research Fellow
in 1995, is an alumnus of the Indian
Institute of Technology, the University of
Texas at Austin and the University of
California-Berkeley. 

RITU JHA

“Iam a cynic, I don’t believe (throughout) his-
tory people have selflessly fought for any-
thing,” said Sujit Saraf, co-founder of the

Silicon Valley based theater group Naatak whose
play, Vande Mataram, was staged at the Tabard the-
ater in San Jose, California, June 15.

Saraf ’s 90-minute play shows how India’s freedom
movement led by Mahatma Gandhi impacts the
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‘Brain structure, 
connectivity 
predict effect 

of math 
tutoring’

Vinod Menon

In California, play looks 
at complexities of India’s
freedom movement

The cast of the play; inset, Sujit Saraf
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Visa availability 
BY ALLEN E KAYE

AVAILABILITY OF IMMIGRANT VISA NUMBERS – JULY
All Chargeability Areas Except

Countries Separately Listed China India Mexico

FAMILY-SPONSORED CATEGORIES

1st Unmarried Sons and Daughters of United States citizens (F1) 01JUN06 01JUN06 01JUN06 22AUG93

2A Spouses and Unmarried Children of Permanent Residents – (F2A) 08OCT11 08OCT11 08OCT11 01SEP11  

2B Unmarried Sons and Daughters 
(21 Years of Age or Older) of Permanent Residents (F2B) 01NOV05 01NOV05 01NOV05 01NOV93 

Married Sons and Daughters of US Citizens (F3) 01OCT02 01OCT02 01OCT02 22APR93 

4th Brothers and Sisters of Adult US Citizens (F4) 22MAY01 22MAY01 22MAY01 22SEP96 

EMPLOYMENT-BASED CATEGORIES

1st Priority Workers (E1) C C C C

2nd Professionals Holding Advanced
Degrees or Persons of Exceptional Ability (E2) C 08AUG08 01SEP04 C 

3rd Skilled Workers and Professionals (E3) 01JAN09 01JAN09 22JAN03 01JAN09 

Other Workers (Unskilled Workers) (EW) 01JAN09 22MAR04 22JAN03 01JAN09 

4th Certain Special Immigrants (E4) C C C C

4th Certain Religious Workers (SR) (E4) C C C C

5th Employment Creation (Investors) (E5) C C C C

5th Employment Creation 
(Investors in Targeted Employment Areas) (E5) C C C C

C = Current; Cut-off date The cut-off date for an oversubscribed country is the priority date of the first applicant who could not be reached
U = Unavailable within the statutory limits. Only applicants who have priority dates earlier than the cut-off date may be allocated a number.

VISA AVAILABILITY
IN THE COMING
MONTHS (August -
October)

FAMILY-sponsored cate-
gories (potential monthly
movement)

Worldwide dates:
F1: Up to five weeks; F2A:

Could become "Current" at
some point during the com-
ing months; F2B: Four to
seven weeks; F3: Three to
five weeks; F4: Three to five
weeks

EMPLOYMENT-based
categories (potential
monthly movement)

E1:  Current
E2: Worldwide: Current;

China: Up to two months 
India: At this time it

appears that the availability
of "otherwise unused" E-2
preference numbers will
allow for movement of this
cut-off date in August
and/or September. It is
expected that such move-
ment will generate heavy
new applicant demand, pri-
marily by those who are
upgrading their status from
the E-3 preference category.
A sustained level of heavy
demand could impact the
cut-off date at some point
during fiscal year 2014.

E-3: Worldwide: No addi-
tional movement. This cut-
off date has advanced 18
months during the past
three months. Such rapid
movement can be expected
to generate a significant
amount of new demand,
with the impact not being
felt for three to five months.
Therefore, the cut-off date
will be held until it can be
determined what level of
demand is to be expected,
and whether it is likely to be
sustained.

India: Up to three weeks

E-4: Current
E-5: Current
The above projections for

the family and employment
categories are for what is
likely to happen during each
of the next few months
based on current applicant
demand patterns.  Readers
should never assume that
recent trends in cut-off date
movements are guaranteed
for the future, or that "cor-
rective" action will not be
required at some point in an
effort to maintain number
use within the applicable
annual limits.  The determi-
nation of the actual monthly
cut-off dates is subject to
fluctuations in applicant
demand and a number of
other variables.  Unless
indicated, those categories
with a "Current" projection
will remain so for the fore-
seeable future.

FAMILY-SPONSORED
PREFERENCES

First: (F1) Unmarried
sons and daughters of US
citizens: 23,400 plus any
numbers not required for
fourth preference.

Second: Spouses and
children, and unmarried
sons and daughters of per-
manent residents:
114,200, plus the number
(if any) by which the
worldwide family prefer-
ence level exceeds
226,000, plus any unused
first preference numbers:

A. (F2A) Spouses and
children of permanent resi-
dents: 77 percent of the
overall second preference
limitation, of which 75 per-
cent are exempt from the
per-country limit.

B. (F2B) Unmarried sons
and daughters (21 years of
age or older) of permanent

residents: 23 percent of the
overall second preference
limitation.

Third: (F3) Married sons
and daughters of US citi-
zens: 23,400, plus any num-
bers not required by first
and second preferences.

Fourth: (F4) Brothers and
sisters of adult US citizens:
65,000, plus any numbers
not required by first three
preferences.

E M P L O Y M E N T -
BASED PREFERENCES

First: Priority workers:
28.6 percent of the world-
wide employment-based
preference level, plus any
numbers not required for
fourth and fifth prefer-
ences.

Second: Members of the
professions holding
advanced degrees or per-
sons of exceptional ability:
28.6 percent of the world-
wide employment-based
preference level, plus any
numbers not required by
first preference.  

Third: Skilled workers,

professionals, and other
workers: 28.6 percent of the
worldwide level, plus any
numbers not required by
first and second prefer-
ences, not more than 10,000
of which to ‘Other Workers.’

Fourth: Certain special
immigrants: 7.1 percent of
the worldwide level.

Fifth: Employment cre-
ation: 7.1 percent of the
worldwide level, not less
than 3,000 of which
reserved for investors in a
targeted rural or high-
unemployment area, and
3,000 set aside for investors
in regional centers by Sec
610 of Pub L  102-395.

Editor’s Note: Allen E Kaye is
an attorney who has practiced
United States immigration, nat-
uralization, visa and consular
law in New York City for the past
30 years. He is a graduate of
Queens College (CUNY) (BA),
Columbia University Law School
(JD) and New York University
Law School (LLM).
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Law Offices of

Ajay K. Arora, Esq.
1270 Broadway, Suite 510

New York, NY 10001

FREE PHONE CONSULTATION

Tel: 212.268.3580
Fax: 212.268.3582

Email: info@h1b1.com

For Display Ads 
in INDIA ABROAD 

Call Toll Free:
866.702.1950
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Suresh H. Dalal
ATTORNEY AT LAW 

Immigration (All Matters) • Real Estate & Business
Closings • Divorces • Business Incorporations • Personal

Injury & Accidents • Landlord-Tenant • Wills
200 Middlesex Turnpike, Suite 106

Iselin, NJ 08830
(732) 283-7400 • Fax: (732) 283-5092

OVER 20 YEARS EXPERIENCE IN IMMIGRATION MATTERS

Dedicated Attorneys ready to handle and assist you in cases involving all aspects of
U.S. IMMIGRATION LAW/FREE CONSULTATION

MOALLEMZADEH & AKSAKAL 
ATTORNEYS at LAW P.C.

Tel: (646) 416-6364 • Email: immigrantlaw@gmail.com
1501 Broadway 12th Fl. Suite 12103, New York, NY 10036
We speak Hindi, Punjabi, Urdu, Persian & Turkish

The Law Firm of
Cyrus D. Mehta & Associates, PLLC
Corporations rely on our expertise in US immigration law to find
rapid solutions. Individuals from all over the world come to us to
fulfill their dreams.

www.cyrusmehta.com
2 Wall Street, 6th Floor, New York, NY 10005
T: 212.425.0555 F: 212.425.3282 E: info@cyrusmehta.com

• Lawful Permanent Residency • H-1B Visas • Intracompany Transferee Visas
• J-1 Waivers • Entertainers • Family-Based Immigration • Asylum
• Citizenship • Battered Spouse Waivers • Removal and Federal Court Litigation

http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A23&exitLink=mailto%3Aimmigrantlaw%40gmail.com
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common man. And how people from a bank guard to a
businessman, a professor and a restaurateur dream of a
free India and life after.

The play is set on August 8, 1942, the day Gandhi
launched his Quit India movement against the British.
At the same time, a group in people in Bihar plotted a
campaign to blow up a bridge to show their solidarity
with the freedom movement. In his play Saraf aims to
show how complex the struggle against the colonialism
was, and the roles of the Communists and the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh over and above those of the Indian
National Congress and the Muslim League.

“In the play everyone was pursuing their self-interest
and sometimes doing other things motivated by nobler
thoughts,” Saraf told India Abroad. “1942 was a move-
ment, and a genius like Mahatma Gandhi, carried
everybody along with him. There were people who
believed in him and those who didn’t. In any large
organization or campaign there are some who believe
in a campaign fully. But there are many who don’t.”

The play is based on the true story of the 1942
Keezhariyur bomb case in Malabar, Kerala, though
Saraf shifted the location to Bihar. He first staged the
play in 1998. This time he opted for an older cast.

“The cast is more mature and, hopefully, I am more
mature… but the script is the same,” said Saraf, who
played the role of a Congress acolyte who hoped to
get some position for himself if India gained inde-
pendence.

The Bihar-born engineer got interested in theater
while studying at the Indian Institute of Technology-
Delhi. He said in India he used to participate in a the-
ater group outside the college along with a close friend,
but things changed once they completed their studies.

“We lost touch and later, coincidentally, we found
ourselves in neighboring universities,” he said. “I was at
University of California-Berkeley and he was at
Stanford. We (thought) it would be lovely to recreate
our theater days and we decided to stage a play.” 

They put together Naatak in 1995. February 16, 1996,
they staged Khamosh, Adalat Jari Hai by noted Indian
playwright Vijay Tendulkar.

Since then Naatak has hosted three shows a year and
has 300 members,  50 of them registered. Most of
Naatak’s work is done during the weekends and
evenings. For Vande Mataram, the team worked for
eight weeks, rehearsing for about 10 hours a week.

Saraf ’s next production, God of Carnage by Yasmina
Reza, is to be staged in October.

Present in the audience were dedicated Naatak fans.
“They did a great job,” said Vinata Karra. “I watch

every play of Naatak and they come up with a very orig-
inal script. I like it because they have maintained their
standards.”

Sarna Keswani, another Naatak follower for the past
10 years, said she missed Indian theater and Naatak’s
performances brought those memories back.

“I still remember going to Prithvi Theater in
Mumbai,” Keswani said. “Naatak performers are excel-
lent, and I have a lot of respect for them.”

In California, 
play looks at 

complexities of 
India’s freedom 

movement

Dance festival held in 
Aurora, Illinois

A snapshot from the festival

A CORRESPONDENT

The Arizona Real Estate Awards has
conferred its Philanthropist of the
Year 2013 award on Kuldip Verma,

founder and chief executive officer,
Vermaland, LLC, one of the largest land
owners in Phoenix, Arizona. 

Verma Legacy Trust, a Vermaland sub-
sidiary, recently made charitable dona-
tions of real estate worth $1.2 million —
through the Verma Charitable Foundation
— at the Arizona Community Foundation.
The gift will be used to establish scholar-
ships for underprivileged students and to
build a religious retreat center in the
Phoenix metro-area with facilities for yoga
and meditation.  

Kuldip Verma and his wife Binu Verma
are trustees of the Verma Legacy Trust.
Their daughters, Anita Verma-Lallian and
Jennifer Verma, established the Verma
Charitable Foundation.

The foundation, said Jennifer Verma, “is
the product of Vermaland’s ongoing com-

mitment to helping the community in as
many ways as possible.”

Verma has been involved in charitable
efforts ever since the success of his compa-
ny, which he started more than a decade
ago. In the past he has contributed
$40,000 to the Hindu Temple of Arizona
and more than $10,000 to the India
Association of Arizona. Vermaland is a
wholesale buyer and seller of land and cur-
rently has the largest holdings of 50-1,200
acre parcels in Metro Phoenix. The Arizona
Community Foundation is a statewide fam-
ily of charitable funds that is among the top
25 community foundations in the nation
with more than $500 million in trust and
endowment assets

Verma came to the US in1991. In 1987, he
was awarded the Udhyog Rattan Award in
electronics, presented by the vice president
of India, for his accomplishments at Beltek,
a family owned television business.
Recently he has won a lifetime achievement
award from Ira A Fulton, the founder of
Tempe-based Fulton Homes. 
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Arizona real estate body 
fetes Kuldip Verma

A CORRESPONDENT

An Indian dance festival,
Nrithya Samarpanam,
was held at the Sri

Venkateswara Swami Temple in
Aurora, Illinois, June 8-9. The
more than 150 participants
included members of Midwest
dance schools and visiting
troupes from across the country
and India. A highlight was a
performance by J Surya-
narayana Murthy, a seventh-
generation performer-teacher
belonging to one of the 15 orig-
inal traditional Bhagavatula
families of dancers and teachers
from Andhra Pradesh’s Kuchi-
pudi village. 

A Bharata Natyam perform-
ance by Sujatha Srinivasan,
artistic director, Shri Kalaa
Mandir, and Shriya Srinivasan,
was another highlight.

Students of Vanitha
Veeravalli, artistic director,
Bharatam Academy of Dance
Arts, also performed Bharata
Natyam. 

The emcees were cultural
committee members Srilak-
shmi Dronamraju, Shree
Gurusamy and Nalini Yedavalli.

Kuldip Verma
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Matrimonial
Bride
AFFLUENT professional Punjabi
family want to introduce, 1981,
US born, pretty, tall, slim, Ivy
League, MD specialist in NYC.
Email biodata w/recent photo:
stib64@gmail.com

BRAHMIN parents invite
correspondence, for their US
born, beautiful daughter,
31yrs/5'3'', Ivy League, MBA,
working in New York; from
educated, professional
individuals. Caste no bar. 
Email biodata with recent photo.
Serious inquires only. 
isita1014@gmail.com

CHICAGO based Punjabi family
invites marriage proposals from
suitable professionals, preferably
MDs; for US born beautiful
& cultured MD girl, chief resident,
29/5'8''.  Email biodata w/recent
photo  
kck4375@gmail.com

GUJARATI family invites
correspondence for their never
married, fair, slim and good-
looking MD daughter,
32 years/5'6" in USA. 
Caste no bar. Email: 
ambicav9@gmail.com 
Tel: (248) 275-5606

GUJARATI parents of attractive,
fair, US born daughter, June
1977, 5'5", CPA/MBA, seeks
alliance from well-educated,
professionals. Caste no bar.
Email Biodata/recent photo
required: 
tumg2013@yahoo.com

GUJARATI Patel parents invite
correspondence for USA born
daughter, slim, beautiful,
35 years/5’71/2” tall, doctor.
Please email biodata and recent
photograph to:
shree144@aol.com

HINDU parents invite
correspondence for their
daughter, 31/5'6", very fair,
pursuing MBA. Email
biodata/recent picture to: 
rmavarma@yahoo.com

HINDU parents seek suitable match
from well-educated, cultured family
for beautiful, non-manglik daughter,
July’82/5'6", Indian born, US Citizen;
working manager/ consulting in
Washington, DC. Email recent
photographs:
vgs2401@gmail.com

PATEL family seeking family
oriented, educated Gujarati
male, 26-30; for their daughter,
25/5'1'', US citizen, vegetarian,
hearing challenged. Email
biodata & photo:
lake2675@gmail.com

HINDU Sindhi parents of well-
educated, good-looking girl,
greencard holder, permanent
resident US, invite
correspondence; from well-
settled Hindu professionals, 35-
45yrs.. 
Call (208) 406-1706

KAYASTA parents seek groom,
36-40 for their professional,
family oriented daughter. Email
biodata/ with recent photo to:
matrimony119@gmail.com

MAHESHWARI, US born,
strong Indian values, physician
girl, 26/5'9'', applying for
residency 2013. Preferably
doctor. Email biodata with recent
photo archm2013@gmail.com

PARENTS invite
correspondence from suitable
professional for cultured US
born, 1974 MBAIvy League, top
executive California based with
good family values. Email
biodata w/ recent photo:
gdmom108@gmail.com

WELL-ESTABLISHED Punjabi
family invites correspondence
from US raised professionals for
beautiful, slim, MD daughter,
finishing fellowship, 29/5'2''.
Email biodata with recent photo
: rishta.2013@yahoo.com

NI beautiful, slim, girl, 39/5’8”, divorcee,
MD specialist, DC, early decision, no
bars. Email biodata/photo: 
dcphysician@gmail.com

NI parents invite correspondence from
professionals, for their daughter,
29/5'5”, exceptionally beautiful, faculty
anesthesiology attending in university
hospital. Email recent photo/ biodata
to: 
wdiamond1983@gmail.com

SEEKING East coast match for
NI US raised/ educated JD/MBA
professional, beautiful family
oriented, daughter, 33/5’7”,
working with major consulting
firm in NYC.  Email biodata
photo: 
hinduparents@gmail.com

Matrimonial
Groom
ALLIANCE invited from Hindu
families preferably in USA for
Iyer boy, 36/5’10”, Handsome,
US citizen/ MBA.Girl must be
very good-looking, fair, slim.
Email biodata w/recent photo: 
sthsankar@yahoo.com

PARENTS invite correspondence
for an Ivy League, educated,
attorney, working and living in
NYC, 36 yrs/6'4”/205lbs. Should
be attractive & never married. 
Email Biodata w/recent photo: 
gkrupa2006@yahoo.com 

COMPANION for 68 yr old widower,
lives in New York. Call  (845) 270-4703

GUJARATI Jain parents invite
correspondence for their son, 34/5’9”/
MBA/ MS/ USA/ H1-B/ IT lead  Veg/
divorced. Email: arcmv34@gmail.com
(908) 242-7654 

HINDU, 30/5’6”/ SF / Executive/ top-
tier MBA/MS/BS. Prefer MD/ Med-
Student/ Dentist alliance. Email:
myalliances2012@gmail.com

MAHARASHTRIAN Brahmin family
seeks match for their US Citizen sons,
34 years, Masters in Engineering,
works in Seattle and 31 years,
Economics graduate, works in
Manhattan, New York in a Hedge fund
company. Caste no bar. Email profile
& photographs :
kenya1947@gmail.com 

MATCH for Senior scientific engineer,
Masters degree, well-established,
Massachusetts, 51/5'6"/155, honest,
kind, caring, recent amicable divorce. 
photoredsox@yahoo.com

NI Hindu parents seeking US raised
bride for their son, 28/6', handsome,
family oriented, MS Computers,
Boston. Send biodata recent photos
to: 
fifthave9@yahoo.com

PROFESSIONAL Engineer,
Construction Business Owner,
Widower interested in seeking
companionship with a professional
middle aged lady preferably living alone
with warm and caring personality.
Please send details and a recent
picture to: nkc4565@gmail.com

PROFESSIONAL match for Sikh,
specialist MD in California, 1963/6',
athletic, looks much younger, divorced,
clean shaven. Email biodata w/ recent
photo 
sangeet779@gmail.com

TAMIL Malaysian parents seeking
match for BE son, doing business, well-
settled PR age 33. Need Hindu girl any
job. Email with recent photo:
tsivanadi@yahoo.com

Business /
Finance
Business
Opportunities
GROCERY/ SUPERMARKET/
DELI FOR SALE
Great location in Brooklyn, NY,
good neighborhood.
17K sale/week + 58K Lotto
Commission/year.
Serious Enquiries Only 
@ (732) 423 0276

RESTAURANT for sale. Atlanta GA.
Sales 525K, rent $3300. Asking 195K.
sgeorge1095@gmail.com

WEBSITE developer wanted. Create
India travel information and booking
websites in exchange for % of profits
like for
www.TajMahalTraveler.com or
www.IndiaTraveler.com. 
Contact: Fredcoolidge@yahoo.com 

http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Aclassified%40indiaabroad.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.indiaabroad.com%2Fclassifieds
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.indiaabroad.com%2Fclassifieds
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Asangeet779%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Atsivanadi%40yahoo.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Asgeorge1095%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.TajMahalTraveler.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.IndiaTraveler.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3AFredcoolidge%40yahoo.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Astib64%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Aisita1014%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Akck4375%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Aambicav9%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Atumg2013%40yahoo.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Ashree144%40aol.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Armavarma%40yahoo.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Avgs2401%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Alake2675%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Amatrimony119%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Aarchm2013%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Agdmom108%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3A2013%40yahoo.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Adcphysician%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Awdiamond1983%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Ahinduparents%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Asthsankar%40yahoo.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Agkrupa2006%40yahoo.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Aarcmv34%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Amyalliances2012%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Akenya1947%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Aphotoredsox%40yahoo.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Afifthave9%40yahoo.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=mailto%3Ankc4565%40gmail.com
http://www.indiaabroad-digital.com/indiaabroad/20130628/TrackLink.action?pageName=A25&exitLink=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.indiaabroad.com%2Fclassifieds


Classifieds
A26 India Abroad June 28, 2013

Continued from Page A25

Continued on Page A27

Place your ad online www.indiaabroad.com/classifieds

RESTAURANT
OPERATORS/PARTNERS

We are offering a superb opportunity for hard working 
entrepreneurial-minded passionate restaurant operators,
interested in a restaurant business to partner/invest in a 

restaurant franchise, operate, flourish and succeed.

* Minimum of $100,000 investment capital

(951) 903-6263
“Call Only, if you are willing to relocate to Los Angeles, CA”

OPEN HOUSE SEMINARS IN CANADA & USA
For High School Graduates and College Students for Premed/ MD & MD Program.

July 06, 2013 – Saturday, 11.00-3.00pm
Monte Carlo Inn, 7035 Edwards Blvd.
Mississauga L5T 2H8 Canada
Tel: 1-905-564-8500 Fax: 1-905-564-
8400

July 07, 2013 – Sunday, 11.00-3.00pm
Sheraton Vancouver Guildford Hotel
15269 104th Ave.Surrey, BC V3R 1N5
Tel: 1-604-582-9288 Toll Free: 1888-
627-8063

July 13, 2013 – Saturday, 10.00-
3.00pm
Adoba Hotel, 600 Town Centre Dr.,
Dearborn, Michigan 48124 USA
Tel: 1-313-592-3622

July 14, 2013 – Sunday, 11.00-3.00pm
Hilton Garden Inn Edison / Raritan Centre
50 Raritan Centre Parkway, Edison
New Jersey, 08837 USA
Tel: 1-732-225-0900: Fax: 1-732-692-
1561

July 21, 2013 – Sunday, 11.00-3.00pm
Holiday Inn Markham, 7095 Woodbine
Ave Markham,
Toronto, L3R 1A3, Canada
Tel: 1-905-474-0444

Aug 18, 2013 – Sunday, 11.00-3.00pm
Monte Carlo Inn, 7035 Edwards Blvd.
Mississauga L5T 2H8 Canada
Tel: 1-905-564-8500 Fax: 1-905-564-
8400

Business
For Sale/Lease
INDIAN RESTAURANT/BAR
for Sale. Cleveland OH. Fine
dining, seats over 140 people
with outdoor seating. Great
location Asking price $85,000. 
Call Bali (814) 777-7161.

LARGE DELI / GROCERY/
MARKET FOR SALE!
Prime location in Fairfield 
Connecticut, in shopping center
Gross income: $15,000 
per week Long lease.
Asking price: $325,000
Call owner: (347) 682-8351

Store
For Sale/Lease
C-STORE for sale Long Island, NY.
Lotto Commission 100K. Call
(516) 410-7673

DRIVE through conv store in Suffock
County 60K per month. Call (516) 343-
6205

PROFITABLE convenience store,
Stuart, FL. 4760 sqft, walk-in cooler.
$2800/mo. Contact: (352) 336-0774
or beepat617@hotmail.com

Employment
Employment
Services
NEED staff for business/ house-
keeper/ If you need  job. 
Call (718) 445-2790.

Help Wanted
#INDIA EMPLOYMENT AGENCY
Estb 1982.
Bkkpr-A/C,Secy, data entry,
Clerk, CSR,Import/Prod/
Merchandiser/designer, legal,
chemist/pharmacist, lab tech,
warehouse Mgr, sales/mktg,
engineer, tvl agt. Interview in NYC
by appt only. 
(212) 564-0620

BOOKKEEPER
Fluent English speaking 
full-time/part-time 
book-keeper wanted. 
Quick books knowledge must.
Email to:
gbny123@gmail.com

DATA ENTRY: 
Young and experienced person
required for office work in
Queens. Fluent English
computer skills is a must.
Call (516)241-0426

ELEC. CONTRACTOR 
Needs help in off tech support,
estimation, bidding projects,
Tech purchasing, record
keeping, off admin tasks. Exp in
Contracting business is plus.
Must be in local NY. Email:
electricdeol@msn.com

GARMENT IMPORTER
from Central NJ seeks:
Sr. Textile merchandiser/ 
Sales coordinator
Service major US retailers
Proficiency in MS Office 
(Excel) is must. Attractive salary.
401K/Bonus. Email:
opportunitynj@aol.com
Fax (908) 226-0290

HIRING EXPERIENCED 
Asst. General Managers, front desk
Managers, for hotel Radisson,
Country Inn Hunstville, Alabama.
Opera System experience
desired. Good salary with
accommodation. Contact: Om
Shandilya 
(704) 898-1943. Email:
oshandilya1@gmail.com

INDO CHINESE 
RESTAURANT IN NJ 
Looking for complete staff, 
Entrie Chef, Rice Noodle, 
Appetizer Cooks, Waiters, 
Hostess for our new location. 
Call (732) 543-4848

WANTED..CURRY, 
TANDOOR &  BIRYANI
CHEFS 
For a fast growing Indian
restaurant chain in Miami/
Fort Lauderdale area, Florida.
Attractive remuneration
package. 
Call (732) 841-3021/
(561) 320-3727 Email:
Pbpsunrise@gmail.com

NEED North & South Indian Cooks
Tandooria & Waiters Indian
restaurant. Call Mr Singh
(414) 581-3784/ 
Mr Bolla (414) 218-0437

JANITORIAL 
CLEANER - 
IMMEDIATE OPENING
MANHATTAN 
Immediate opening
temporary office
cleaners.
Responsibilities: Office
cleaning and more. Req.:
Punctual, reliable, speak
and understand English,
experience preferred. To
apply call (646) 520-4801
or 
email: careers@qbs.co 

JUNIOR ACCOUNTANT
with following qualifications :
1) some previous experience 
in accounts office
2) Day-to-day book-keeping, A/P,
A/R, payroll, data entry etc..
3) Experience with Quick books,
excel, preferred.
Email to:
jdnyhrd@yahoo.com

POSITION:
Business Development 
Associate
Benefits Consulting firm 
in Long Island, NY.
Candidates from 
NY, NJ, CT & PA may apply.
S a l a r y + i n c e n t i v e c o m p .
www.pgbdirect.com 
Resumes to: mp@pgbdirect.com

RESTAURANT HELP 
Taste of India Restaurant hiring
CURRY-COOK and Waiters. Must
be experienced! Located in
Pittsburgh, PA. Apartment, food,
amenities included. 
Contact (412) 225-6290

SAMPLE MAKER 
Experienced in Jackets
and suiting work closely
w/pattern maker &
designer full-time position
plus over time. Must speak
English. Good salary and
beenfits. 
Call (212) 957-9797

SEEKING
Young couple for 72 room
franchise front desk in Virginia.
Computer literate, English
speaking, legal, previous
experience required.
Accommodation provided. 
Call (804) 991-0306

SAMPLE MAKER 
Experienced in knits, cut
and sew. Work closely
w/pattern maker &
designer full-time position
plus over time. Must speak
English. Good salary and
benefits. Call (212) 957-
9797 ext 104

SEEKING
Personal Accountant with
excellent communication, excel
and Quick Books skills. Masters
degree required and/or CPA
preferred. 
Email resume to: 
nishith@fareportal.com

WANTED
Young, honest, hardworking
individuals as cashier cum stock
clerks full-time for 24 hour
grocery store in Manhattan.
Minimum 1 year
experience & references a
must. Call (917) 826-4090/
(347) 933-1758

CASHIER needed for store/ Lotto
Coney Island, NY. Call (917) 514-2868

GUJARATI chef needed in Orlando for
caterer. Call (407)312-6551

INDIAN RESTAURANT Madison,
Wisconsin. needs Tandoori chef, helper
& waiter. Sunny (608) 630-0287.

LOOKING for a Secretary with
computer knowledge. 
Call (516) 488-1061

LOOKING for Servers. Call Sabi
(716) 698-9048 .

MANAGER for Bornx NY Motel.
Call (201) 266-5533

MANAGER with some experience
required, for small franchised motel in
Atlanta. Call Raj (404) 768-2789, or
email at: rrp@rossmoregroup.com

NEED office help. For insurance office.
Must speak Hindi, Punjabi and have
computer skills a must. 
Call (718) 426-1195

PHARMACIST (Part-time) for
pharmacy in Queens. Call (718) 426-
1073. Fax resume:  (718) 426-7910

RESTAURANT HELP: Cook, Tandoori
Cook, Helper, Waiter. Call (716) 837-
0460/  (716) 830-6432.

SECRETARY/ Administrative
Please email resume: 
amit@khrjewels.com
or Call (212) 575-9150 
between 5-6 PM
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Want 5% off on
classified ads?

Subscribe to

SECRETARY Wanted for Car
dealership in Astoria req computer &
fluent English. 
For  Mon-Sat. Tel (516) 581-5439
Email: gullwingny@aol.com

TANDOOR & CURRY chef needed in
Wilson NC ASAP. Pay food
accommodation provided. Call
(919) 906-3230.

TANDOORI chef & Curry Chef. to
apply, contact: 
vedasrestaurant@gmail.com email
address for consideration. 
For interview (646) 642-9107

Household
Help Wanted
LIVE-IN nanny needed for family near
Nashville,TN. Call: (828) 337-4211.

NEED Indian babysitter for five month
old baby boy, live-in or out, to begin
July 1,2013 or early, Irvington,
Westchester County New York.
Contact (914) 591-6234 or email:
rlnara@aol.com

HOUSEHOLD child care live-in help
needed in New Orleans Louisiana. Call
(678) 596-4957

NEED
Live-in
Nanny/housekeep
er for family of 4
(two boys ages-5
& 3), both boys in
school, living in
Charleston, South
Carolina. Should
be have previous
experience &
speak English.
Interested
individuals call
(843) 303-1897.

Doctors 
HEMEONCMD needed private
practice Long Beach, California. Email:
rprasadmd@gmail.com

VERY PROFITABLE, 
HIGH VOLUME 
MEDICAL PRACTICE ON
THE NORTH SIDE OF 
HOUSTON FOR SALE. 
Open to partnership with
organization or new doctor/ profit
share. Physician seller will
finance as well as provide
training and transitional period
of up to one year. Thirty years of
history and over 90k active
patients. Average yearly census
of 45,000 patients. Two
employed physicians, one nurse
practitioner (NP), one physicians
assistant (PA) and support staff
will remain with practice. Medical
office building/real estate
optional. 
Serious inquiries only. 
Please email 
nwhealthcare@
gmail.com or 
call (832) 534-2289.

Services /
Miscellaneous

REAL ESTATE
Room For Rent
FOREST HILLS:Junior 2 rooms apt
available for vegetarian & non-smoker
& . (646) 226-2295/ (646) 220-6293.

Apartment/
House To Rent

SPRINGFIELD, NJ
Short Hills border.
1 & 2 BDRMS &
TOWNHOMES

ASK ABOUT MOVE IN 
SPECIAL

Fitness center, parking.
Lofts/basements available.

Walk to NYC train.
SHORT HILLS CLUB

VILLAGE
forestrealtyinc.com

973-379-4500 

FRESH MEADOWS: 1BR (basement).
1-2 people. Call (646) 643-6734/
(718) 961-1572

WOODHAVEN BLVD: 2BR apt. Close
to the train. Blue Ribbon School.
(917) 968-3156.

House For Sale
PLAINVIEW: 
NEW HOME (2013) 
S.D.# 4 Colonial 4 Bedrooms,
2.5 baths, CAC, patio, 2 car
garage, fire place, full basement
$779,000.  Marcia Finkelstein, 
Lynda Baker Realty 
(516) 729-8550

Commercial
Space/Ppty

Available

ISELIN, NJ  
1 acre land on busy Rt 27. Great
for various 
commercial uses. $1,350,000. 
For more information call 
Marilyn or Geri
Century 21,  Main St. Realty
(732) 750-4663

CARTERET, NJ -
Furnished School for rent. 
Approx. 19,000 sf, 8 classrooms,
4 offices, kitchen, 4 conference
rooms, gym/ auditorium. For more
info call Marilyn or Geri.
Century 21, Main St. Realty
(732) 750-4663

House/Flat
Sale/Lease:India
VANI Vilasa Mohalla, Mysore, 1995
built, 1293 sq feet  
rjnigandha@yahoo.com

Property-India:
Sale/Lease
CONGRATULATIONS Buy more from
strong dollar, assured return 11%,
minimum investment USD 99K.
Buy/Sell/Exchange, resellers protected.
919650637878 email:
interclub500@rediffmail.com
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

Q: ANY QUESTIONS ON ISLAM?

A: WATCH: WWW.Peacetv.tv

Visit: www.whyislam.org

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

Hiring Waiters, 

Curry/Tandoori Chefs 

FOR VARIOUS STATES. 

(352) 333-3758

Gas & C-Store w/RE 

Nice Location & Neighborhood, 

Henrico County, Virginia. 

Mac (804) 252-7883

Indian Restaurant (Sale) 

Washington, DC. Metro. MD. 

Asking 99K. Serious Only. 

(571) 338-6770

Resort Motel 

Lease to Buy 

Chimney Rock,

North Carolina  

4 million tourists come every year. 

Call (803) 447-9614

GUEST HOUSES: INDIA

GUEST HOUSE 

ACCOMMODATION 

AMERICAN STANDARD 

NEW ALIPORE, KOLKATA 

FOR VISITORS. 

(732) 699-1113 

anbasu11@gmail.com

HELP WANTED

Experienced 

Continental Chefs 

American Restaurant, Brooklyn. 

Ram (516) 382-5872/(646) 752-6956

capricon0470@yahoo.com

HELP WANTED

Indian Restaurant / Florida
Needs Dishwasher, Tandoori Cook

Waiters & Appetizer cook.

Min 2yrs experience must.

Excellent salary 

w/accommodation.

Partnership available w/investment.

Ray (407) 810-6234

Looking for 

Indo-Chinese Chef 
in Massachusetts. 

Call at: (781) 228-1039

HELP WANTED

Franchised Motel 

Bristol, PA 

Night Front Desk Clerk 

Good pay & accommodations. 

English fluency & legal. 

S.Patel 10am–5pm 

(610) 399-1233

Need Waiters and 

South Indian Chef

in Atlanta.

Babu (678) 477-1933

HELP WANTED

RETAIL JEWELRY

Sales Staff

Mall jewelry stores, 

St.Petersburg/Clearwater, Florida.

Energetic, presentable.

experience not necessary.

(727) 776-6977 

finejewelers@gmail.com
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Call: 646.432.6033/6026
classified@indiaabroad.com

Find your
Life Partner in our

Matrimonial Pages

Find your
Life Partner in our

Matrimonial Pages

To advertise in the Bulletin Board call toll free (800) 822-3532

Call or Email for more info: 
Madhavi: 678.882.9811

madhavi@tourslimited.com
Tours Limited also offers exciting Tours in
South America, Canada, Alaska, South
Africa, and Dubai UAE. Please visit our
website www.Tourslimited.com

TOURS LIMITED - USA FIXED DATE DEPARTURE TOURS
(Proud Winners of Best Tour Operator Award)

All inclusive luxury coach tours of the
East Coast, West Coast & Orlando 
• Private Airport Transfers
• Deluxe Hotel Accommodations
• Indian Dinners • Sightseeing Tickets 
• Guided City Tours • Luxury Coach Transfers
• Experienced Indian Tour Escorts

ABSON INC.
Direct Importers of Corals, Jades, Pearls, Precious,

Semi-Precious Stones & Ready-Made Jewelry.
We Sell Natural Yellow Sapphire (Pukhraj).

Showroom by appointment only.

Tel: (732) 574.0101 • Fax: (732) 574.0071
Email: info@absoninc.com • 216 St Georges Ave, Rahway, NJ 07065

Visit ABSONINC.COM to buy a few selected items online.

Getting Married? Having a Baby?
Celebrating an Anniversary?

LET EVERYONE KNOW!

Place your ad under “ANNOUNCEMENTS” 
in India Abroad’s Bulletin Board section in Color!

Call (646) 432-6025 • Toll free (800) 822-3532

18% Return
Own Unit  for $250,000 in
Rejuvenex Resort of Sarasota, FL 

Rejuvenation Media, LLC
Steve Bedi, MD 727.686.3489
Stevebedimd@yahoo.com

SSeeeekk MMeeddiiccaall AAddvviiccee FFrroomm OOvveerr 
44000000 DDooccttoorrss IInn IInnddiiaa UUssiinngg YYoouurr PPhhoonnee..

WWW.NIDAAN.COM
Customer Care No. 011-91-141-4156667

info@nidaan.com

NIDAAN Medicare Pvt, Ltd.LUXURY FLAT. COCHIN
2702 SF. 4 BR. 5 Baths. 5 Balconies w/ocean view. 

Infra Foreshore. 8th Floor. High end Luxury Hi-rise off

Foreshore Road. Overlooks harbor  & ocean. Walk to

Marine Drive shops, Shivaji Park or MG Road. Custom

kitchen cabinets. Built-in Wardrobes. 24 hr security.

Gym. Indoor Pool. Parking. Carwash area. Rooftop

Party area. Unique luxury feature: Just 2 Apts/floor. 

165 LAKHS. NEGOTIABLE. OWNER US RESIDENT.

vjnair516@outlook.com
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Uttar Pradesh
TIMELESS LAND - MATCHLESS HERITAGE ...

A land that epitomizes the true essence of India. A 
multi-faceted destination, a land of Taj... a land known 
to the world as Uttar Pradesh. Since centuries the 

history of Uttar Pradesh has been the colourful epicenter 
of the history of India. Its magni�cent sights and sounds, its 
temples and monuments, its Buddhist, Hindu and Muslim 
cultural expressions have enchanted travellers from far wide. 
Cradled by the holy Rivers Ganga, Yamuna and their tributaries, 
this land is also the literary heartland of Hindi, the principal 
language of India.

A short drive from the Indian capital Delhi, Agra the city 
of the Taj Mahal and the sprawling city of Fatehpur Sikri, stand 
as poignant reminders of the glory of the great Moghuls. 
Almost next door, as if in tribute to the fascinating contrast of 
Uttar Pradesh, spreads the mythological wonder-world called 
Brajbhoomi the birthland of Lord Krishna with its templed 
towns of Vrindavan, Mathura, Gokul and Barsana.

Lucknow, the state capital, is redolent with memories 
of the lavish regalia of the last days of the Moghuls and the 
Kingdom of Avadh which ultimately faded away before the 
advance of the British imperialists of the nineteenth century. 
The tell-tale signs of India’s First War of Independence in 
1857 can still be seen in innumerable expressions of 18th and 
19th century architecture in the region. To the east, Allahabad 
is the site of one of the world’s largest religious fairs, when 
millions gather at the con�uence of the Ganga, Yamuna and 
the mythical Saraswati rivers to mark the auspicious occasion 
of the great Kumbh and Magh Melas. Along the southern 
borders of the state, the rugged Vindhya Mountains mark 

the northern end of the Deccan plateau. Once the domain 
of the Chandela Rajputs, the belt known as Bundelkhand  
harbours hidden ramparts and embattlements and inviting 
fortresses like the gigantic Kalinjar. The nearby fort at Jhansi 
remains a symbol of the India’s Struggle for Independence even 
today.

As the Ganga weaves its way across the vast plains of 
Eastern UP it looks up in amazement at the holiest Hindu 
city of all–the sacred tirtha of Varanasi the city of eternal 
liberation. But Varanasi is not just that. It is also a city that 
has been made sacred by the Buddha who preached his �rst 
sermon at the nearby deer park at Sarnath, the gateway to 
the Buddhist circuit of Uttar Pradesh including Kaushambi, 
Sankisa, Kalpilavastu and Kushinagar, the city of Lord Buddha’s 
Mahaparinirvana.

Uttar Pradesh is however more than just places...When it 
comes to festivals and fairs few destinations can be powerfully 
evocative it terms of the grandeur of celebration as Uttar 
Pradesh. Few spectacles can match the glitter of Dev Deepawali 
on the banks of Varanasi in Uttar Pradesh, Janamashtami and 
Holi in Braj, the Magh and Kumbh Melas at Prayag, the colourful 
Ramlila and so many other festivals and fairs...

An ancient land Uttar Pradesh also has many artistic 
expressions... Cave Art, Temple Art, Marble-Inlay, Rock 
Art, Sculpture and Murals. Add to that Stone Inlay of Agra, 
Brassware of Moradabad, Woodcraft of Saharanpur, the famed 
Weaves and Embroideries of Varanasi, the Pottery of Khurja, 
Chikan Embroidery of Lucknow... a visit to Uttar Pradesh can 
also be a creative experience like none other.

Response Feature



Amrit Singh, the senior legal officer for national security and counterterrorism at the Open Society Justice Initiative 
of the Open Society Foundations, is the author of Globalizing Torture: CIA Secret Torture and Extraordinary Rendition.
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10
YEARS

CELEBRATING

MARC MCANDREWS/OPEN SOCIETY FOUNDATIONS

For her bold
work in exposing
human rights
violations; for
bravely asking
uncomfortable
questions and
for demanding
accountability
from the
American State.

FROM THE
EDITORS

W
hile Amrit Singh’s groundb-
reaking work in the field of
human rights law was thrust
into the spotlight, she has kept
a very low profile. 

Her report, Globalizing Torture: CIA Secret
Torture and Extraordinary Rendition, pub-
lished by the Open Society Foundations in Feb-
ruary, received widespread attention in the inter-
national media for its close look at the global tor-
ture network. The author herself, though, is less

well-known.
“This work is not for everyone. Amrit is a real

intellectual giant. But she’s also probably one of
the most modest and humble people I know,”
says Vanita Gupta, a close friend and  colleague
from their days at the American Civil Liberties
Union. 

Gupta, who secured the release of 46 wrongly
accused African Americans in Tulia, Texas, when
she was part of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund,
was the first winner of the India Abroad

Publisher’s Special Award for Excellence 2004,
which her friend takes home this year. 

Gupta’s relationship with Singh began when
they were both staff attorneys at the ACLU,
where Gupta was working in racial justice and is
now deputy legal director. 

Prior to this, Gupta had heard of her through a

Voice of the silenced
The emotional weight of engaging with torture victims must be
overwhelming and tremendous; yet Amrit Singh, winner of the

India Abroad Publisher’s Special Award for Excellence 2012, perseveres.
Vanita Gupta introduces Chaya Babu to the brilliant mind

that lifted the veil on ‘Globalizing Torture.’
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friend who was in an economics class that Singh was teach-
ing at Yale in 1996; the friend was apparently completely in
awe of Singh, so it was a name Gupta remembered.

At the time, Singh — the youngest daughter of India’s
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, a renowned economist
and the man credited for liberalizing the Indian economy —
was still on her track of working in the space of development
economics, which was initially going to be her way of fighting
against injustice in the world. 

Her interest in both economics and law reflect her drive to
contribute to society.

“Amrit never planned on being a human rights lawyer,”
Gupta said. “She was really concerned, having grown up in
India, about poverty and human deprivation. So, she first
embarked on a study of economics, and then she kind of piv-
oted to law because she started to feel like it might be a bet-
ter fit for her. Both came from her interest in social justice
and her desire to address inequality.”

When Singh first started at ACLU, she was litigating cases
involving racial discrimination, but her focus evolved. 

She was at ACLU for seven years, during which she litigat-
ed a number of cases related to immigrants’ rights and post-
9/11 abuses. Some of these included Khouzam v Chertoff, a
successful challenge to the US government’s use of anti-tor-
ture diplomatic assurances to transfer non-citizens without
due process to countries known to employ torture; ACLU v
Dept of Defense, a landmark lawsuit, which yielded the pub-
lic disclosure of the ‘torture memos,’ among thousands of
other government records exposing the systemic nature of
the Bush administration’s torture practices; Ali v Rumsfeld, a
lawsuit against high-ranking officials on behalf of Iraqi and
Afghan plaintiffs tortured in US custody abroad; as well as a
number of other cases challenging the prolonged detention
of non-citizens in US immigration custody. 

Additionally, her book with co-
author Jameel Jaffer Administration
of Torture: A Documentary Record
from Washington to Abu Ghraib and
Beyond, was published during this
period, in 2007.

Gupta described the impact of
Singh’s success in the ACLU vs Dept
of Defense case and used this as an
example of the continuity in Singh’s
career as an attorney there to her cur-
rent tenure at the Open Society
Justice Initiative. 

The case involved Singh filing a
Freedom of Information request for
records relating to the abuse and tor-
ture of prisoners who were being held
in US detention centers overseas.

“The government then released
more than 100,000 pages to the
ACLU, and the documents show that
both hundreds of prisoners were tor-
tured in the custody of the CIA and
the DoD, and that the torture policies
were actually devised and developed
at the highest levels of the Bush
Administration,” Gupta said, men-

tioning the Office of Legal Council memo that Singh was able
to secure. 

“That memo was really the semi-
nal memo that showed that these
torture policies were the product of
the highest levels of the Bush
Administration, and so the docu-
ments really revealed kind of the

stomach of the torture program of the Bush Administration.” 
“And when she went to the Open Society Foundations, she

was really focused on two different areas of the torture issue
in the national security context.”

One of Singh’s areas of work at the Open Society Justice
Initiative, where she has been working since 2009 as senior
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Voice of the silenced

VANITA GUPTA (2004)

ANURAG KASHYAP, ALIYA DERI,
SAMIR PATEL, RAJIV TARIGOPULA
(2005)

SUNITA WILLIAMS (2006)

RENU KHATOR (2007)

JHUMPA LAHIRI (2008)

MADHULIKA SIKKA, RAJU
NARISETTI, ABHIJAT JOSHI (2009)

SHEENA IYENGAR, SIDDHARTHA
MUKHERJEE, VIJAY IYER (2010)

NEERA TANDEN (2011)

PUBLISHER’S AWARD FOR
SPECIAL EXCELLENCE

Clockwise from top,
Khaled El-Masri leaves
a US Court of Appeals
in 2006; Abd Al Rahim
Hussayn Muhammad
al-Nashiri watches
courtroom
proceedings in 2011;
and Hassan Mustafa
Osama Nasr, AKA Abu
Omar, left, speaks to
Said Haddadi, a
researcher on North
Africa, in Cairo. All three
have been cited in Amrit
Singh’s report.
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J
ust days before counterterrorism czar John Brennan
appeared on Capitol Hill for his confirmation hear-
ing to head the Central Intelligence Agency, a new
report provided a detailed look at global involve-
ment in the agency’s secret program of prisons, ren-

dition and torture in the years after 9/11. 
In Globalizing Torture: CIA Secret Detention and Extr-

aordinary Rendition, the Open Society Justice Initiative says
54 countries helped the CIA detain 136 people, the largest
tally to date. 

The report’s author, Amrit Singh, joined Democracy Now to
discuss her findings and Brennan’s role in the expansive pro-
gram she’s documented.

Excerpts from the interview conducted in February: 

Amy Goodman: Let’s talk about John Brennan first. He
goes to Capitol Hill today (February 7, two days after the
report was published) for his confirmation hearing… What
do you think of the nomination of John Brennan to be head of
the CIA?

Well, I think John Brennan should be asked what he meant
when he said that he was ‘intimately familiar’ with cases of
rendition and that rendition is an absolutely vital tool in
combating terrorism, because by the time Brennan made
that statement in December of 2005, a number of people had
been rendered to foreign governments where they were tor-
tured. 

By December of 2005, Ahmed Agiza and Muhammad al-
Zery had been rendered to Egypt and subjected to electric
shock. 

By December of 2005, Maher Arar, a Canadian national,
had been rendered to Syria and subjected to being locked up
in a tiny grave-like cell and beaten with cables. By December
2005, a number of other individuals, including Khalid El-
Masri, had been rendered. Khalid El-Masri was captured and
kidnapped in Macedonia and transferred to Afghanistan and
abused. A recent court decision by the European Court of
Human Rights found that Khalid El-Masri’s treatment by
the CIA amounted to torture. 

So, I think that John Brennan has a lot of explaining to do
as to what exactly he meant.

Juan González: Well, Brennan also said (on a PBS show)…
that the government sought assurances from the other coun-
tries to which these individuals were rendered that human
rights would be respected. But you, in your report, clearly
indicate that mere blanket assurances are insufficient to be
able to deal with the — obviously, with the kind of abuse that
occurred here.

That’s correct. Maher Arar was transferred to Syria after
assurances were obtained from Syria not to torture him, but
he was tortured nonetheless. 

Ahmed Agiza and Muhammad al-Zery were transferred
from Sweden to Egypt with assurances from Egypt not to tor-
ture him, but they were tortured. They were subjected to
electric shocks. 

So, I think that there’s a wealth of information in the pub-
lic domain that shows that these diplomatic assurances in
fact don’t work. High-level Bush administration officials
themselves acknowledged that there’s only so much you can
do once a prisoner is out of your custody. 

So, the onus really is on the Obama administration to
explain what is its policy and how is it going to work.

AG: What do you think of John Brennan (now CIA

director)?
Well, I think he has many questions to answer. I think that

rendition is obviously, as documented in this report, the
source of grave human rights violations. It damaged the
United States’ reputation around the world. It co-opted as
many as 54 governments into a torture program. It was fla-
grantly illegal. And I think it really requires a serious exami-
nation by the Senate Intelligence Committee.

JG: This issue of John Brennan saying the US has to take off
the gloves, given the necessity of the fight against the war on
terrorism, your response?

Well, I think that that was a sentiment that was echoed
across the Bush administration. 

The report opens with a quote from Vice President Dick
Cheney saying that we have to go to the dark side, and was
repeated by a number of counterterrorism officials in the
Bush administration… The fact that this report documents as
many as 136 cases of human rights violations, including tor-
ture, demonstrates what that paradigm led to. It was a para-
digm that essentially ignored longstanding prohibitions
against torture, that violated not only international but also
domestic law.

JG: I’m interested — your report, in the 54 countries that
you mention, mentions some countries that most Americans
are not aware are cooperating in the — Zimbabwe and Iran.
The particular case of Iran’s involvement in some of these ren-
ditions, could you talk about that?

Yes, it’s interesting. There are a number of individuals who
were captured in Iran who were then handed over to Afghan
authorities as part of a prisoner exchange. But the Iranians
must have known at the time that the Afghans would hand
them over to the US because of the ongoing hostilities in
Afghanistan.

AG: So, summarize the findings in your report. It’s ext-
remely extensive. And what surprised you most as you did this
research?

Well, I think, at a very basic level, just the horrific kinds of
abuse that was meted out by the United States and its part-
ners to the human beings who were subjected to these oper-
ations, that of course stands out, but also just the scale and
sweep of these operations, the number of people who were
put through this and the number of governments that were
coopted. 

And I think that, of course, the US was a ringleader. This
was the CIA’s invention. But moral responsibility does not
rest with the United States alone; it rests also with those 54

‘There has been virtually
no accountability in the

US for these abuses’
Amrit Singh discusses her report,

Globalizing Torture, with
Amy Goodman and Juan González.
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Amrit Singh joins a discussion on ‘Courtroom perspectives on the war
on terror’ in 2006, when she was part of the American Civil Liberties
Union.
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governments that were complicit in various ways.
But I should also add that leaving aside the damage to its

moral reputation, the US also exposed itself to liability
and censure worldwide, because we’re now increasingly
seeing foreign courts pass judgment against the United
States, as in the case of Khalid El-Masri. The European
Court of Human Rights essentially found that the CIA’s
treatment of him amounted to torture.

AG: Explain his story, for people who don’t know. This
was an innocent guy on a bus, a case of mistaken identity?

That’s correct. So Khalid El-Masri was essentially trav-
eling on vacation in Macedonia in December of 2003, and
he was abducted by Macedonian officials acting at the
direction of the CIA in Macedonia, locked up, secretly
detained for 23 days in Macedonian custody, and then
transferred to the CIA at Skopje Airport in Macedonia.
And then the CIA flew him to Afghanistan and held him
for four months in further secret detention, did not per-
mit him access to counsel or his family or a German coun-
selor.

AG: He says he was injected. He…
Right. He was sodomized at the airport. He was beaten.

He was stripped naked, and he was subjected to a range of
sexual humiliation and abuse, and ultimately, after four
months, was released, without explanation, without apol-
ogy, in a roadside in Albania and was sort of left to make
his way home back to Germany. 

Khalid El-Masri has not received any kind of acknowl-
edgment from the United States government, no apology
and no compensation.

AG: Very early on, Condoleezza Rice understood this
was a case of mistaken identity, but they continued to hold
him because what would they do with him when he got out
and told what happened to him?

Exactly.
JG: And in an op-ed piece in the LA Times, you raise the

point that many of the — or, all of these people who were
subjected to this kind of treatment, none of them has got-
ten any kind of compensation, acknowledgment from the
US government, nor has the government sought to prosecute
any of the officials that were involved or knowledgeable about
the crimes that were committed here in terms of the attacks or
the abuse of these folks.

That’s correct. There has been virtually no accountability in
the United States for these abuses. A Justice Department
investigation into abuses only looked at abuses that exceeded
the abuse that its own Office of Legal Counsel had author-
ized. And we know from the Office of Legal Counsel memos
released in August of 2009 by President Obama’s adminis-
tration that there was a range of horrific abuse that was
specifically authorized by the Bush administration. But none
of those officials have been held accountable to date.

AG: I wanted to ask, finally, on that list, very extensive list of
54 countries, India was not on the list.

Right.
AG: Were you surprised by this?
Well, I mean, I — I’m a researcher, I’m a lawyer. I tell the

truth. And I documented what I found. So, I represented
what the facts were. It’s not my — I didn’t — you know, I did
the best I could.

AG: Of course, there were — what’s amazing is we’re talking

about almost a third of the countries in the world that were
involved.

That’s right, a quarter of the countries in the world. The
State Department recognizes 195. Fifty-four is more than a
quarter of that, yes.

AG: And in terms of that, these countries that have been
involved, that you talk about being coopted, what were the
deals that were made? And have countries come forth to say
what they did?

Well, I think that we don’t know all of the facts with respect
to each government, but we do know that there were a num-
ber of bilateral agreements that were signed, and there was
also a NATO framework within many of — within which
many of these agreements were executed. 

We know, for example, in Poland there have been reports of
an agreement that was arrived at between the Polish author-
ities and the United States. Now, apparently, there was actu-
ally a document in Poland that bore the signature of the
Polish official, but not the American official. The Americans
might have been more careful in not committing their signa-
tures to writing. But nonetheless, these were very secret oper-
ations that could not have been implemented without very

high-level authorizations from top officials in all of these gov-
ernments.

JG: And have any of the governments sought to come clean
and to hold their officials responsible for what maybe a prior
administration in that country did?

Well, it’s interesting that Canada has apologized to Maher
Arar for its involvement in his extraordinary rendition to
Syria. Canada supplied faulty intelligence to the United
States that led to the rendition of Arar to Syria. 

But by and large, most governments have not owned up to
the truth. And there is evidence in the public domain to sug-
gest that the United States has exerted diplomatic pressure
on a lot of governments not to disclose information about
this highly classified operation.

AG: Do you think there should be war crimes trials in this
country?

Well, I think that there needs to be some measure of
accountability. I mean, there has been virtually none. And
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CIA Director John Brennan testifies before a Senate Intelligence Committee hearing in Washington, in March. Amrit Singh says he should be
asked what he meant when he said that rendition was a vital tool in combating terrorism.
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legal officer for National Security and
Counterterrorism, is to address the lack of available
remedies for individual victims of torture in the US.
Because the ACLU had tried repeatedly to seek dam-
ages for these victims and was denied, she pursued
other avenues outside of the country to find justice. 

Two examples of this were al Nashiri v Poland
and al Nashiri vs Romania, litigation on behalf of
Guantanamo prisoner Abd al-Rahim al-Nashiri
before the European Court of Human Rights, chal-
lenging the role of Poland and Romania in the CIA’s
secret detention program.

“It’s very tough to be doing work on behalf of people
who may be perceived by the public as unpopular,”
Gupta said, drawing on how Singh’s character allows
her to do what she does. 

“And it’s very tough to be meeting and talking and
engaging with people who have been torture victims,
who have been absolutely broken and tortured pur-
suant to government sanctioned torture. I think that
the emotional weight of that must be overwhelming
and tremendous, and yet Amrit is somebody who per-
severes.”

“She’s somebody who has a very open and calm de-
meanor about her, and yet she is very disarming. She
always possesses all of the facts, and is ready to mar-
shal all of the evidence that she has meticulously gath-
ered to basically blow the lid off of these very secret
government programs. And without people like her
who have the emotional and intellectual fortitude to
do that, I think that there would be a lot less known
about what governments are doing in our name in
gross violation of fundamental human rights allover
the world.”

Singh’s most recent and highly publicized contribution to
exposing governments’ abuse of power in the name of coun-
terterrorism — the second piece of her current work along
with directly trying to help victims of torture — is
her Globalizing Torture report. 

The 216-page report details the torture of 136 known vic-
tims and lists 54 foreign governments that participated in
these operations. 

Gupta — who is much respected for her advocacy and is
quoted extensively on racial and criminal justice issues —
says Singh worked on the report for three years, but the
process hardly included her being holed up in a quiet office. 

Throughout the time of her painstaking research and
writing, she was working around the world on the litigation
in the European Court of Human Rights, speaking at con-
ferences, continuing her data collection globally, and build-
ing up other potential forms of advocacy for victims. 

One can only imagine the work ethic and dedication
required.

“She meticulously, methodically, documented the way in
which the US government had basically enlisted over a
quarter of the countries in this world to participate in a tor-
ture program, and was able to document, country by coun-
try, what their role was, how they participated. And the

report, because of Amrit’s credibility and the amount of
work that went into it, just created a huge kind of explosion
in the media... all over the world. It’s stunning — I don’t
think I’ve ever seen one report have that kind of impact,
honestly.”

What’s truly stunning is that through all of this, Singh
finds a way to keep a semblance of balance in her life. Her
career is front and center in the public eye, but Gupta, as a
friend, emphasized that she has a variety of interests outside
of work, a critical element of her ability to do what she does
and withstand the intellectual and emotional strain that
must go into it. 

Specifically, Singh is a talented singer and has a love for
music. And, Gupta stressed, she is a funny person, con-
stantly making her laugh, but also deeply genuine with no
tolerance for inauthenticity.

“She will not leave any stone unturned in order to expose
wrongdoing,” Gupta said. “She’s someone who has a very
dogged commitment to human rights, and you can see that
in the trajectory of her career. She is a ridiculously smart
person with a very prestigious resume, but she’s also one of
the most fundamentally decent, kind, open human beings I
know. So, it’s just been a real privilege to have her as a close
friend.” 

that’s something that cannot stand. Not only must officials
be held accountable, but there needs to be further disclo-
sure about the extent of these operations, the victims.
There needs to be acknowledgement by the United States. 

If Canada can apologize and compensate Maher Arar,
why is it that the United States, which was the principal
ringleader in all of these operations, cannot issue a similar
apology, not only to Maher Arar, but a number of other vic-
tims like Khalid El-Masri who were wrongfully abducted
and tortured? 

This interview has been excerpted and published with
kind permission from Democracy Now. 

Amrit Singh makes a rare appearance at a community event to accept the South Asian Bar Association of New York’s Access
to Justice Leadership Award in 2006.
The attorney, who then represented the American Civil Liberties Union, was honored for her work as a counsel in the 
ACLU vs Department of Defense case, a Freedom of Information Act lawsuit filed to seek records relating to the torture of 
detainees held in US custody abroad. She was also recognized for her work in the Ali vs Rumsfeld case, which was filed against 
Defense Secretary Rumsfeld on behalf of Iraqi and Afghan detainees who were tortured in American custody.

‘There has been virtually
no accountability in the US for

these abuses’
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Afew months ago, the Open Society Justice
Initiative published a report, Globalizing Torture:
CIA Secret Detention and Extraordinary

Rendition.
The document, based on years of writing, research,

and data collection from around the world, made pub-
lic, in detail, the treatment of the 136 known victims of
government-sanctioned torture post 9/11 and how the
United States government enlisted 54 countries to par-
ticipate. 

Following the release of the report, there was an
explosion in the media world — 57 countries’ press cov-
ered the story — about the revelations of the global tor-
ture network and its outrageous violations of interna-
tional human rights law — all put forth by India-born
Amrit Singh.

Singh’s role in exposing these abuses of government
power is tremendous. She spent years acquiring and
meticulously combing through official records that
show how, starting with the Bush Administration,
America got foreign governments to comply, in a range
of ways, with systematic abuse of terror suspects. 

Vanita Gupta, Singh’s friend and colleague in the field
of human rights law, spoke of the unprecedented impact
of the OSJI report, relating Singh’s commitment to jus-
tice to its international influence.

“She’s somebody who just has a very strong moral
compass around her quest for justice, transparency and
accountability,” Gupta told India Abroad. 

“This is a very difficult area to be trying to do docu-
mentation in; it’s an area where there is tremendous
government secrecy, and it’s also an area where govern-
ments have felt very justified in kind of maintaining
secrecy. So, she’s kind of managed to, both in the United
States and all over the world, blow the cover off of one of
the gravest violations of human rights. Her impact has
been incredible for that reason.” 

Singh told HuffPost Live’s Ahmed Shihab-Eldin that
the dirty work was essentially farmed out to black sites,
‘The whole point of secret detention and extraordinary ren-
dition was to insulate the CIA from any kind of accounta-
bility and review, and that’s why these operations were con-
ducted outside the territory of the United States. And that’s
why these secret CIA prisons were in countries like Poland,
Romania, Lithuania, Thailand, and Morocco. That’s why
these detainees were sent to other governments to be
coerced and tortured into providing information that might
not have been true.’

Singh said the black sites referred to secret facilities in
locations that the US had not officially admitted. 

It was at these locations that ‘enhanced interrogation
techniques’ — an euphemism for waterboarding, stress
positions, water dousing, slamming people into walls, sub-
jecting them to sexual humiliation, beating them with
cables and more. 

As a result, she said in the report, the US had diminished
its moral standing and reputation worldwide and eroded

support in its War on Terror.
She added to CNN’s Christiane Amanpour, ‘The whole

point about counter terrorism operations today is that the
United States needs the cooperation of partners across
the world. And what this CIA detention program essen-
tially did, it was that it co-opted governments into ille-
gal activities and exposed them to liability, exposed
them to censure, both in the courts and in public opin-
ion. And so governments today are going to think twice
before they say, US, we’re ready…’

‘We’re on board. We’ll cooperate with you when you
take on terrorism, because they have to think about
what liability they will be subjected to.’

Much of what the American media was concerned
with, and continues to be — as it zeroed in on the fresh
details of a matter that has placed the US government
in the hot seat since the notorious Abu Ghraib photos
that surfaced in the months after the September 11
attacks — is President Barack Obama’s approach. 

While he has explicitly denounced torture, the ques-
tion of extraordinary rendition remains murky territo-
ry, and it is unknown which practices of abducting ter-
ror suspects to black sites persist. 

In January of 2009, Obama issued an executive order
banning torture and established a Special Task Force on
Interrogation and Transfer Policies; these findings have
never been made public.

John Brennan’s appointment as head of the CIA only
exacerbated the unease around the issue. 

Singh told Al Jazeera, ‘Brennan has some serious
questions to answer. That claim in December of 2005
that he made really compels the Senate to ask him some
questions about what he meant by it when he said that
rendition was a vital tool in combating terrorism,
because by the time that Brennan made that statement
Maher Arar had been rendered to Syria and locked up
in a tiny grave like cell for days and beaten with cables
(Canada has apologized to him for its role in this).’ 

‘By the time Brennan made that statement, Ahmed
Agiza and Mohammed al-Zari had been sent to Egypt
and subjected to electric shocks (while al-Zari was
released without charges after two years in prison,
Agiza’s conviction was viewed as unfair ). So, what did
he mean by that? I think there are some answers there

that are needed.’
Globalizing Torture has emerged as the most comprehen-

sive, exhaustive record of who the innocent victims were
that were taken to these prisons, when, and what was done
to them.

And as Singh told CNN, ‘The fact that so many men and
women were tortured and secretly detained really cries out
for some kind of redress, for some kind of acknowledge-
ment, and that hasn’t been forthcoming.’ 

‘She’s blown the cover off of one of the
gravest violations of human rights’

The impact Amrit Singh made with her report has
been incredible, discovers Chaya Babu. 

Amrit Singh, center, at a PEN event. She spent years acquiring and meticulously
combing through official records that show how, starting with the Bush
Administration, America got foreign governments to comply, in a range of ways,
with systematic abuse of terror suspects.
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‘We also have to work, through, sort of the dark side, if
you will. 

We’ve got to spend time in the shadows in the intelli-
gence world.  

A lot of what needs to be done here will have to be done
quietly, without any discussion, using sources and meth-
ods that are available to our intelligence agencies, if we’re
going to be successful. That’s the world these folks operate
in, and so it’s going to be vital for us to use any means at
our disposal, basically, to achieve our objective.’ 

US Vice President Dick Cheney, September 16, 2001

Following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001,
the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) commenced a
secret detention program under which suspected terror-
ists were held in CIA prisons, also known as ‘black sites,’
outside the United States, where they were subjected to
‘enhanced interrogation techniques’ that involved tor-
ture and other abuse. At about the same time, the CIA
gained expansive authority to engage in ‘extraordinary
rendition,’ defined here as the transfer — without legal
process — of a detainee to the custody of a foreign gov-
ernment for purposes of detention and interrogation.
Both the secret detention program and the extraordinary
rendition program were highly classified, conducted out-
side the United States, and designed to place detainee
interrogations beyond the reach of the law. Torture was a
hallmark of both. The two programs entailed the abduc-
tion and disappearance of detainees and their extra-legal
transfer on secret flights to undisclosed locations around
the world, followed by their incommunicado detention,
interrogation, torture, and abuse. The administration of
President George W Bush embraced the ‘dark side,’ a
new paradigm for countering terrorism with little regard
for the constraints of domestic and international law.

Today, more than a decade after September 11, there is
no doubt that high-ranking Bush administration officials
bear responsibility for authorizing human rights violations
associated with secret detention and extraordinary rendition,
and the impunity that they have enjoyed to date remains a
matter of significant concern. But responsibility for these vio-
lations does not end with the United States. Secret detention
and extraordinary rendition operations, designed to be con-
ducted outside the United States under cover of secrecy,
could not have been implemented without the active partici-
pation of foreign governments. These governments too must
be held accountable.

However, to date, the full scale and scope of foreign gov-
ernment participation — as well as the number of victims —

remains unknown, largely because of the extreme secrecy
maintained by the United States and its partner govern-
ments. The US government has refused to publicly and
meaningfully acknowledge its involvement in any particular
case of extraordinary rendition or disclose the locations of
secret overseas CIA detention facilities. While President
Bush acknowledged that the CIA had secretly detained about
100 prisoners, the US government has only identified 16
‘high value detainees’ as individuals who were secretly held in
CIA detention prior to being transferred to US Defense
Department custody in Guantánamo Bay. The United States
also has refused to disclose the identities of the foreign gov-
ernments that participated in secret detention or extraordi-

nary rendition, and few of these governments have
admitted to their roles.

This report provides for the first time the number of
known victims of secret detention and extraordinary ren-
dition operations and the number of governments that
were complicit. Based on credible public sources and
information provided by reputable human rights organi-
zations, this report is the most comprehensive catalogue
of the treatment of 136 individuals reportedly subjected
to these operations. There may be many more such indi-
viduals, but the total number will remain unknown until
the United States and its partners make this information
publicly available.

The report also shows that as many as 54 foreign gov-
ernments reportedly participated in these operations in
various ways, including by hosting CIA prisons on their
territories; detaining, interrogating, torturing, and abus-
ing individuals; assisting in the capture and transport of
detainees; permitting the use of domestic airspace and
airports for secret flights transporting detainees; provid-
ing intelligence leading to the secret detention and
extraordinary rendition of individuals; and interrogating
individuals who were secretly being held in the custody of
other governments. Foreign governments also failed to
protect detainees from secret detention and extraordi-
nary rendition on their territories and to conduct effec-
tive investigations into agencies and officials who partic-
ipated in these operations. The 54 governments identi-
fied in this report span the continents of Africa, Asia,
Australia, Europe, and North America, and include:
Afghanistan, Albania, Algeria, Australia, Austria,
Azerbaijan, Belgium, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Canada,
Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Djibouti,
Egypt, Ethiopia, Finland, Gambia, Georgia, Germany,
Greece, Hong Kong, Iceland, Indonesia, Iran, Ireland,
Italy, Jordan, Kenya, Libya, Lithuania, Macedonia,

Malawi, Malaysia, Mauritania, Morocco, Pakistan, Poland,
Portugal, Romania, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, South Africa,
Spain, Sri Lanka, Sweden, Syria, Thailand, Turkey, United
Arab Emirates, United Kingdom, Uzbekistan, Yemen, and
Zimbabwe.

By engaging in torture and other abuses associated with
secret detention and extraordinary rendition, the US govern-
ment violated domestic and international law, thereby
diminishing its moral standing and eroding support for its

The taint of torture
‘The administration of President George W Bush embraced the ‘dark side,’ a new paradigm

for countering terrorism with little regard for the constraints of domestic and international law.’ 
Amrit Singh shook up the world with her report, Globalizing Torture.
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counterterrorism efforts worldwide as these abuses came to
light. By enlisting the participation of dozens of foreign gov-
ernments in these violations, the United States further
undermined longstanding human rights protections
enshrined in international law — including, in particular,
the norm against torture. As this report shows, responsibil-
ity for this damage does not lie solely with the United States,
but also with the numerous foreign governments without
whose participation secret detention and extraordinary ren-
dition operations could not have been carried out. By partic-
ipating in these operations, these governments too violated
domestic and international laws and further undermined
the norm against torture.

Torture is not only illegal and immoral, but also ineffective
for producing reliable intelligence. Indeed, numerous pro-
fessional US interrogators have confirmed that torture does
not produce reliable intelligence, and that rapport-building
techniques are far more effective at eliciting such intelli-
gence. A telling example of the disastrous consequences of
extraordinary rendition operations can be seen in the case of
Ibn al-Sheikh al-Libi, documented in this report. After
being extraordinarily rendered by the United States to
Egypt in 2002, al-Libi, under threat of torture at the hands
of Egyptian officials, fabricated information relating to
Iraq’s provision of chemical and biological weapons training
to Al Qaeda. In 2003, then Secretary of State Colin Powell
relied on this fabricated information in his speech to the
United Nations that made the case for war against Iraq.

In December 2012, the US Senate Select Committee on
Intelligence voted to approve a comprehensive report on
CIA detention and interrogation. Although the report is
classified, and was not publicly available at the time of this
writing, the committee chairman, Senator Dianne Feinstein,
stated that she and a majority of the committee believed that
the creation of long-term, clandestine black sites and the use
of so-called enhanced interrogation techniques were ‘terri-
ble mistakes.’ She added that the report would ‘settle the
debate once and for all over whether our nation should ever
employ coercive interrogation techniques such as those
detailed in the report.’

Despite the scale of torture and other human rights viola-
tions associated with secret detention and extraordinary ren-
dition operations, the United States and most of its partner
governments have failed to conduct effective investigations
into secret detention and extraordinary rendition. The US
Justice Department’s investigation into detainee abuse was
limited to ill-treatment that went beyond what its Office of
Legal Counsel had previously authorized, and concluded
without bringing any criminal charges, despite ample evi-
dence of CIA torture and abuse. Italy is the only country
where a court has criminally convicted officials for their
involvement in extraordinary rendition operations. Canada is
the only country to issue an apology to an extraordinary ren-
dition victim, Maher Arar, who was extraordinarily rendered
to, and tortured in, Syria. Only three countries in addition to
Canada — Sweden, Australia, and the United Kingdom —
have issued compensation to extraordinary rendition victims,
the latter two in the context of confidential settlements that
sought to avoid litigation relating to the associated human
rights violations.

Moreover, it appears that the Obama administration did
not end extraordinary rendition, choosing to rely on anti-tor-
ture diplomatic assurances from recipient countries and
post-transfer monitoring of detainee treatment. As demon-
strated in the cases of Maher Arar, who was tortured in Syria,
and Ahmed Agiza and Muhammed al-Zery, who were tor-
tured in Egypt, diplomatic assurances and post-transfer
monitoring are not effective safeguards against torture. Soon
after taking office in 2009, President Obama did issue an
executive order that disavowed torture, ordered the closure
of secret CIA detention facilities, and established an intera-
gency task force to review interrogation and transfer policies
and issue recommendations on ‘the practices of transferring
individuals to other nations.’ But the executive order did not
repudiate extraordinary rendition, and was crafted to pre-
serve the CIA’s authority to detain terrorist suspects on a
short-term transitory basis prior to rendering them to anoth-
er country for interrogation or trial. Moreover, the intera-
gency task force report, which was issued in 2009, continues

to be withheld from the public. The administration also
continues to withhold documents relating to CIA Office of
Inspector General investigations into extraordinary rendi-
tion and secret detention.

In addition, recent reports of secret detention by or
with the involvement of the CIA or other US agencies
remain a source of significant concern. These include
reports of a secret prison in Somalia run with CIA
involvement, secret Defense Department detention
facilities in Afghanistan where detainees were abused,
and the two-month long secret detention of a terrorist
suspect aboard a US Navy ship.

Despite the efforts of the United States and its partner
governments to withhold the truth about past and ongoing
abuses, information relating to these abuses will continue
to find its way into the public domain. At the same time,
while US courts have closed their doors to victims of secret
detention and extraordinary rendition operations, legal
challenges to foreign government participation in these
operations are being heard in courts around the world.
Maher Arar’s US lawsuit was dismissed on grounds that
judicial intervention was inappropriate in a case that raised
sensitive national security and foreign policy questions.
Similarly, US courts dismissed on state secrets grounds
Khaled El-Masri’s lawsuit challenging his abduction, tor-
ture, and secret detention by the CIA. In contrast, the
European Court of Human Rights recently held that
Macedonia’s participation in that operation violated El-
Masri’s rights under the European Convention on Human
Rights, and that his ill-treatment by the CIA amounted to
torture. In addition, Italy’s highest court recently upheld
the convictions of US and Italian officials for their role in
the extraordinary rendition of Abu Omar to Egypt.
Moreover, at the time of this writing, other legal challenges
to secret detention and extraordinary rendition are pend-
ing before the European Court of Human Rights against

Poland, Lithuania, Romania, and Italy; against Djibouti
before the African Commission on Human and Peoples’
Rights; and against domestic authorities or officials in Egypt,
Hong Kong, Italy, and the United Kingdom.

In the face of this trend, the time has come for the United
States and its partner governments to own up to their
responsibility for secret detention and extraordinary rendi-
tion operations. If they do not seize this opportunity,
chances are that the truth will emerge by other means to
embarrass them. The taint of torture associated with secret
detention and extraordinary rendition operations will con-
tinue to cling to the United States and its partner govern-
ments as long as they fail to air the truth and hold their offi-
cials accountable. The impunity currently enjoyed by
responsible parties also paves the way for future abuses in
counterterrorism operations.

There can be no doubt that in today’s world, intergovern-
mental cooperation is necessary for combating terrorism.
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A protester dressed to represent a detainee of the US government
demonstrates against torture outside the White House in Washington
November 22, 2005.
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But such cooperation must be effected in a manner
that is consistent with the rule of law. As recog-
nized in the Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy
adopted by the United Nations General Assembly
in 2006, ‘effective counter-terrorism measures and
the protection of human rights are not conflicting
goals, but complementary and mutually reinforc-
ing.’ Consistent with this principle, it is incumbent
on the United States and its partner governments
to repudiate secret detention and extraordinary
rendition, secure accountability for human rights
violations associated with these operations, and
ensure that future counterterrorism operations do
not violate human rights standards.

Recommendations

To the United States government:

1. Repudiate the CIA’s practice of extraordinary
rendition. 

2. Cease reliance on ‘diplomatic assurances’
against torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment, as a basis for transfer-
ring individuals to foreign countries. 

3. Reaffirm and extend the commitment set
forth in Executive Order 13491 to close secret CIA
detention facilities by prohibiting secret detention
— including short-term secret detention — by or
with the involvement of any US federal agency. 

4. Disclose information relating to human rights
violations associated with secret detention and
extraordinary rendition operations, including but
not limited to the identities of all individuals sub-
jected to these operations, along with available
information on their detention and treatment,
current whereabouts, and diplomatic assurances secured in
particular cases. The US administration and senate should
work to declassify, to the maximum extent possible, the
Senate Select Committee on Intelligence report on CIA
detention and interrogation. 

5. Conduct an effective and thorough criminal investiga-
tion into human rights abuses associated with CIA secret
detention and extraordinary rendition operations (including
into abuses that had been authorized by the Office of Legal
Counsel of the US Department of Justice), with a view to
examining the role of, and holding legally accountable, offi-
cials who authorized, ordered, assisted, or otherwise partici-
pated in these abuses. 

6. Create an independent, non-partisan commission (with
authority to access all relevant documents, subpoena wit-
nesses, and make its concluding report public) to investigate
human rights abuses associated with CIA secret detention
and extraordinary rendition operations (including into abus-
es that had been authorized by the Office of Legal Counsel),
with a view to examining, and publicly disclosing, the role of
officials who authorized, ordered, assisted, or otherwise par-
ticipated in these abuses. 

7. Create an independent, non-partisan board to review
compensation claims and provide just compensation to all
individuals subjected to human rights abuses associated with

CIA secret detention and extraordinary rendition operations. 
8. Publicly disclose the report and recommendations of the

Special Task Force on Interrogations and Transfer Policies
(created pursuant to Executive Order 13491 in January 2009
to issue recommendations for ensuring that these policies
comply with US domestic laws and international obligations)
along with descriptions of measures taken to implement the
recommendations, so that the public may be able to assess
whether policies were revised and adequate safeguards insti-
tuted against torture and other abuses associated with CIA
secret detention and extraordinary rendition operations.

9. Institute safeguards for ensuring that future joint coun-
terterrorism operations do not run afoul of human rights
standards, including by making participation in such opera-
tions contingent on compliance of all participating govern-
ments with human rights standards. 

To other governments that participated in CIA secret
detention and extraordinary rendition operations:

1. Refuse to participate in CIA extraordinary rendition. 
2. Refuse to participate in secret detention, including at the

behest, or with the involvement, of any US agency or any
other government. 

3. Disclose information relating to human rights violations

associated with CIA secret detention and extraordinary ren-
dition operations, including but not limited to the identities
of all individuals subjected to secret detention and extraordi-
nary rendition operations along with available information
on their detention and treatment, current whereabouts, and
diplomatic assurances secured in particular cases. 

4. Conduct effective and thorough investigations (includ-
ing, where appropriate, criminal investigations) into the full
range of human rights abuses associated with CIA secret
detention and extraordinary rendition operations, with a
view to examining and publicly disclosing the role of, and
holding legally accountable, officials who authorized,
ordered, assisted, or otherwise participated in these abuses. 

5. Provide appropriate compensation to all individuals sub-
jected to secret detention and extraordinary rendition opera-
tions in which the particular government participated. 

6. Institute safeguards for ensuring that future joint coun-
terterrorism operations do not violate human rights stan-
dards, including by making participation in such operations
contingent on compliance of all participating governments
with human rights standards. 

This ‘Executive Summary’ is excerpted from Amrit Singh’s
Open Society Foundation report — Globalizing Torture:
CIA Secret Detention and Extraordinary Rendition. 
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Romanian soldiers at the Mihail Kogalniceanu airbase near Bucharest in 2005. The airbase was indicated by Human Rights Watch as a possible location for
a covert prison allegedly used by the CIA in Romania to interrogate terrorist suspects. Romania is among the 54 countries identified as helping the CIA in
Amrit Singh’s report.
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V
alarie Kaur may or may not
share with a visitor the dark
chocolates she often offers
friends, but she will certain-
ly share stories of her fight
for justice that has taken her
to super max prisons, her
trip to Guantanamo, and

her cross country travel soon after 9/11 that
eventually led to the landmark documentary on
prejudice and crime, Divided We Fall.

This slender, tall and delicately framed wom-
an who lives in a modest home near Yale
in Connecticut — where she conducts a work-
shop on using film and dramatic stories to illu-
minate the fight for justice — readily discusses
her fighting instincts and her tenacity.

Nothing seems to deter her, not even an inj-
ury inflicted allegedly by New York police offi-
cers while filming a protest at the Republic
National Convention that hurt her physically
for several years and still afflicts her with
chronic pain.

A third-generation Sikh American who grew

up in a farming town in California, Valarie has
degrees from three of America’s most promi-
nent universities: Stanford (international
affairs and religion); Harvard (theology); Yale
(law).

In her early 30s. Valarie, who shares a home
with her filmmaker and activist husband Sharat

Raju and their dog Shadi, has become a warrior
on many fronts, bringing together people of dif-
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Armed with a law degree and a film camera as her ‘sword and
shield,’ Valarie Kaur is bringing the community’s many faiths

into the mainstream narrative.
The winner of the India Abroad Gopal Raju Award for

Community Service 2012, in conversation with Arthur J Pais.

For using her
camera and law
degree as her
‘sword and
shield;’ for
drawing
wisdom from her
heritage; and for
being a soldier
for the Sikh
community.

FROM THE
EDITORS

Valarie Kaur has become a modern-day warrior for civil rights and interfaith engagement in America. 
PARESH GANDHI
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ferent faiths through Groundswell at Auburn Seminary.
Valarie, who is in her early 30s, speaks about many peo-

ple, including Mahatma Gandhi and Dr Martin Luther
King, who have inspired her. But among her biggest inspi-
rations is someone who did not go to an Ivy League school
or caught on to liberal politics.

It is her paternal grandfather who befriended many
Japanese-American families in California, and traveled
many dozens of miles to see them when they were interned
when Japan and America went to war in the 1940s. She has
also been deeply influenced by her mother’s father who
instilled in her the need to stand for one’s legitimate rights
and identity.

The following interview was conducted in person, over
the telephone and through e-mail.

What was the most difficult moment of your childhood?
On Judgment Day, a golden staircase spiraled from the

heavens down to the grey sea. Families hurried into boats,
scrambling to get to the stair. I was so close I could almost
touch it, but then where was my family? I turned back
across the bank into the wood, found them in underground
caverns, and urged them to hurry. My grandfather, Papaji,
was missing. By the time I took his hand, the staircase was
gone, and I looked at my family before the world went black.

This is one of many dreams I had as a little girl — hellfire
swallowing up the world with me in it. 

By all outward appearances, I had a safe and peaceful
childhood. I was born and raised in Clovis, a small town
near Fresno in the Central Valley of California. My father’s
father, Kehar Singh, sailed by steamship from Punjab to the
Pacific Coast of California exactly 100 years ago. He settled
in Clovis in 1913 and farmed for decades. 

My parents raised me with great love on the land that he
had farmed, and I felt a strong sense of rootedness in
California. 

I was also raised with a fierce connection to my Punjabi
heritage. My mother’s father, Captain
Gurdial Singh, who we called Papaji
helped my parents raise my brother
Sanjeev and me and connected us to our
Sikh faith. But my world crumbled when
friends and teachers at school divided the
world into ‘saved and unsaved,’ and told
me that I was on the wrong side of the line.

How did a girl who dreamt of hellfire
become the most prominent Sikh interfaith
leader in America?

Papaji helped me find my way. When I
came home crying one day after my best
friend told me I was going to hell and urged
me to convert, my grandfather did not say a
word. He simply handed me books on the
history and philosophy of the Sikh religion.
I began to fall in love with the pluralism
and equality at the heart of the faith: Ik
Onkar. God is One, Humanity is One.

“Papaji, how do I find Truth?” I would ask.
“Truth is higher than all else,” Papaji quoted scripture.

“But higher than truth is truthful living.”
“But do you see God, Papaji?” 
“Yes, my dear, even you can see God. God is everywhere,

God is inside you.”
“And what about good people who don’t believe in God?”
“To be good is to be godly.”
“How am I supposed to be good?” I asked. 
“We are saint-soldiers,” Papaji would say solemnly. “We

fight for ourselves, and we fight for others. A Sikh never
hides.” 

How did you begin to walk this path as a young woman?
As I grew older, I realized that the stories of faith, history

and culture passed down to me were near-
ly absent from my history books at school.
Few people knew the stories of early
Punjabi immigrants settling on the west-
ern shore at the turn of the century. Or the
history of the Partition of India, where my
great-uncle was burned alive in the mass
riots that pitted Hindus, Muslims and

Sikhs against one another. Or the tragedy of
the anti-Sikh pogroms that consumed New
Delhi in 1984. 

I believed that telling these stories could
deepen understanding and reconciliation
across lines of difference. This is where my
passion for storytelling as a tool for social
change began. 

In high school, I took college courses on
philosophy and religion at the local univer-
sity. I loved learning the teachings of the
great faith traditions, especially stories of

the Buddha, Jesus, Guru Nanak, Mohammad, Kabir, and
Rumi. I also studied liberation movements in history –
from Mahatma Gandhi’s salt march to Nelson Mandela’s
campaign against apartheid to the Revered Dr Martin
Luther King’s marches from Selma to Montgomery. 

Through films, plays, and papers, I spent much of high
school experimenting with telling stories of resistance and
moral courage from Indian and Sikh history to American
audiences.

My childhood passion — to find meaning in life and ways
to help change the world — drove my majors at Stanford
University, Religious Studies and International Relations,
and led me to graduate studies at Harvard Divinity School
and Yale Law School. 

Along the way, I learned how to use multiple tools — film-
making, lawyering, and interfaith organizing — to advocate
for justice. 

My journey led me to found Groundswell at Auburn
Seminary, where we equip people of faith to lead cam-
paigns for social change. 

Today, working at the intersection of politics and religion,
spirituality and social justice, I find meaning in life through
public service. 

Your father’s father was one of the first Indian pioneers to
settle in America at the turn of the century. Can you tell us
about the legacy your grandparents left you?

My father’s father was born in 1893 in the village of
Chand Nama in Punjab, India. We call him Babaji. 

At the age of 17, he left the village to follow his older
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Valarie Kaur at a protest in New York City as director, Groundswell, Auburn Seminary. She founded
Groundswell to equip people of faith to lead campaigns of social change. The Center for American 
Progress named her one of 13 national faith leaders to watch in 2013. 
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brother Dahl Singh to Shanghai, where they worked as
night watchmen for the Shell Oil Company. They followed
work to Manila and boarded a steamship to the Pacific
Coast). When they sailed into the port, officers refused to
let them disembark without a $5 port fee – a policy that
reflected brewing anti-Asian sentiment at the turn of the
century. He returned in September 1913 with the port fee in
hand and stepped onto US soil — 100 years ago this year. 

He and his brother labored in the fields and earned their
way south until they arrived at a small farming town called
Clovis. They worked in the orchards all day and slept in
barns at night, twisting their bodies to fit into grape trays to
keep safe from the snakes.

When Babaji received news that the Asian Exclusion Acts
forbade people like him from becoming citizens or owning
land or returning to America if they ever left the country to
marry, he knew he had left his home behind. 

So, he gave his youth to the land, drove Caterpillar trac-
tors by his brother’s side, made wine at the constable’s
request during Prohibition, survived early ‘anti-Hindoo’
race riots, and earned a reputation as an honest man who
wore a turban and long beard in the farmlands of
California. 

During World War II, Babaji looked after the farms of
Japanese-American neighbors when they were sent to
internment camps and even drove a horse and buggy to
Poston, Arizona, to visit them. He brought back a piece of
petrified rock from his trip, which sits on my family’s fire-
place as a lasting reminder of my grandfather’s example. 

After the laws changed in 1949, Babaji returned to India
for the first time in 36 years. He was a man in his 50s with
a long white beard — and a bachelor.

My grandmother Dalip Kaur was 23 years old when
Babaji visited her village of Fategarh in Punjab. As the
youngest of eight siblings, she faced a bleak future as an
unmarried woman in the village. At one time, she stood at
the edge of the well, ready to jump, but a gust of wind came
and she said she felt god’s protection. A week or so later,
Babaji arrived and asked for her hand in marriage. 

In 1950, my grandmother began a new life in California,
where she labored in the fields with my grandfather, wear-
ing rubber boots with a shovel over her shoulder. They had
four children, and I was the first grandchild of their eldest
son. 

The day I was born, Babaji saw a falcon sitting on a fence
— a good omen, he told my mother. When it turned out that
I was a girl, some sent my family condolences because I was
not a boy. But my grandparents defended me, especially my
grandmother. My birth was not a reason for sadness but for
celebration. They named me Valarie after the day I was
born, Valentine’s Day. 

My grandfather died when I was a child at the age of 94,
but I remember his wiry silver beard, tall turban, and kind
eyes. My grandmother died in February of this year, and I
am still mourning her death. Their legacy as pioneers has
been passed on to all their children and grandchildren.

Your other grandfather Papaji became a life mentor when
you were young. Can you tell us more about your mother’s
parents?

My mother’s father, Captain Gurdial Singh Gill, lived with
my brother and me our entire childhood. He is the single

greatest influence on my life — my guiding star and pillar
of wisdom. 

Papaji was born in 1921 in the village of Basupanu in
Punjab, now in Pakistan. He spent his childhood playing
beneath a great banyan tree, a tree I hope to find one day.
At the age of 18, he joined the British Indian Army and
became a mechanic in World War II, where he served
bravely in Sudan, Ethiopia, Egypt, Libya, Iraq, Iran, and
Palestine, earning the rank of Captain. He slept through
bullets raining down from German aircraft at night,
because his father told him that god would protect him. He
refused to remove his turban on the frontline, saying ‘God
gave me my helmet.’ He wrapped his friend’s body with the
cloth of his turban when he was killed next to him. He was
always proud that throughout the course of the war, he
never had to fire a single bullet.

When the British left India in 1947 and upon departing
tore the country in two, Papaji escaped the bloodshed that
consumed the north. He saw trains filled with the dead
rolling into the station and found another way across the
border. He had just married Joginder Kaur, who we call
Mummyji. She wore white, the color of mourning, until he
reappeared on the now-Indian side of Punjab. 

After Partition, my grandparents had three children;
their youngest daughter is my mother. 

The family was stationed in different parts of India, and
my mother spent parts of her childhood in Kashmir,
Sikkim, Bangalore, and Joshi Math, where my grandfather
first started to write poetry near the river Ganges.

In 1979, my American father went to Punjab to find a
bride — 30 years after his own father did the same. Papaji

shook my father’s hand and knew instantly that he would
be the one to marry his daughter. My parents were married
two weeks later, and I was born two years after that. 

When I was a small child, Papaji came to America to live
with us, tend a garden, and write books of poems. Papaji
used to wrap our schoolbooks in brown paper, cut up can-
taloupe for picnics, tell us stories from Sikh history and
teach us shabads, prayers. 

To me, he embodied the ideal of the saint-soldier, some-
one who walked the earth fearlessly, in deep devotion to the
sacred and also committed to serving those around him. 

A few years later, Mummyji came to live with us too. I
remember her singing kirtan in the mornings, making
prashad on our birthdays, reading the newspaper daily, and
giving her grandchildren love and affection. Papaji died in
2008, and Mummyji two years later. I am terribly fortunate
to have known and loved each of my grandparents, helped
care for them as they grew older, and held their hands in
the days before they died. I have learned from them the way
I wish to live, and the way I wish to die.

Your parents sound wonderfully supportive. What have
you taken from your parents?

My parents are wildly loving and generous, spirited and
adventurous. They filled our childhood with wonder and
laughter. My father, Judge Brar, grew up working on the
farm, picking peaches and plums with my grandparents in
California’s Central Valley. He went to Fresno State
University, fell in love with the study of the ocean, and went
off to sea on fishing boats as a scientist, an explorer of the
ocean. He must have been one of the first Indian American
marine biologists. 
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Left, Valarie Kaur with her maternal grandfather Captain Gurdial Singh Gill. 
Right, Captain Gill with his wife Joginder and their three children, including Valarie’s mother, Dolly, center.
Valarie says she learned from her grandparents the way she wishes to live, and the way she wishes to die.
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We grew up with stories of my father
on fishing expeditions that lasted for
months, sometimes jumping in wide
open water to rescue porpoises caught
in the tuna nets. 

He traveled to India for the first
time at the age of 27 to get married.

My mother Harjit Kaur, nicknamed
Dolly, was 18 years old with a degree
in literature from Punjabi University
in Patiala when my father visited her
house. She refused to serve the tea to
her suitor, as was custom. 

“I will not be a doll on display,” she
said. 

The tea was sitting on the table
when my father arrived. 

In the first moment they were alone,
my mother said to my father, “How
can you come to India for the first
time in your life, visit a dozen homes,
and take your pick of wife? Aren’t you
worried about breaking young girls’
hearts?” 

My father opened his mouth and
closed it again. He decided he loved
her.

Within two weeks, my parents were
married. 

They built a home on the corner of the land my grandfa-
ther had farmed in Clovis and ran a small irrigation land-
scaping business. My parents raised my brother and me
with a sense that anything was possible. 

My father shared his insatiable appetite for adventure,
taking us on camping trips, fishing expeditions, and
stargazing in the mountains. 

My mother shared her wild passion for music and art, fill-
ing our free time with arts projects and spontaneous dance
parties. She chaperoned every field trip and became the
envy of our friends. 

As we grew older, my parents never told us what classes
to choose, colleges to explore or careers to pursue. They
wanted us to be anything we wanted to be — and they
became co-conspirators in every project we took on. When
I conducted a science experiment in our backyard, my dad
constructed the hothouse out of PVC pipe. When my broth-
er and I put on a high school play about the Partition of
India, my father built the backdrop and my mother fed us
during every rehearsal. They attended every recital, compe-
tition, and awards ceremony. When my cousins immigrat-
ed to America when I was in high school, they helped raise
six children practically under one roof. 

My parents’ unconditional support continues today. They
are our biggest fans at every film premiere. They call me
after every television appearance. They listen to every
musical composition my brother produces. And they do all
this from their new home in Costa Rica, where they have
started a new adventure together.

Your brother is a talented artist. Can you tell us more
about your relationship?

My younger brother Sanjeev Brar is one of my best

friends in life. When we were children, he was the one with
the vibrant and sparkling imagination, and I always felt
honored when he let me in. 

In high school, we had long philosophical conversations
into the night and took on ambitious service projects
together. Our final History Day project on the Partition of
India won us the national championship. 

After I went to college, he went on to study astrophysics
at UC Berkeley, and then pursued music and sound pro-
duction after college. 

Sanjeev now lives and works in Brooklyn, where he
designs apps, produces music, and works on sound design.
He has produced the sound and music on nearly every one
of our films. It’s an incredible feeling to work closely with
my brother and husband on projects that ignite shared cre-
ativity. 

Outside of work, Sanjeev is a devoted brother. He helped
orchestrate my wedding, has taken care of me when I’m
sick, and counsels me when I’m in trouble. I’m lucky to have
him by my side. 

How did the events of 9/11 ignite your career as a modern-
day warrior? 

As a college student at Stanford University, my studies
focused on religion and violence in history — and the art of
healing through storytelling and dialogue. I had earned
research grants to do an oral history project in Punjab,
chronicling the stories of the Partition of India. I was about
to leave for Punjab when 9/11 happened. I could not have

known that this training would pre-
pare me to respond to the aftermath
of the terrorist attacks — and launch
my journey as an activist.

On September 11, 2001, I found
myself crumpled on the floor of my
parents’ bedroom floor, watching the
towers fall over and over again
between images of Osama bin Laden
with a beard and turban. It wasn’t
long before I realized that the image
of America’s new enemy looked like
my grandfathers, cousins, and uncles.
My family had experienced racism for
decades, but in one instant, we
became automatically suspect, per-
petually foreign, and potentially ter-
rorist in the eyes of our neighbors.

President Bush repeated that we
were a country united in grief and
resolve, but my inbox was flooded
with emails detailing hate crimes.
Someone’s father had been assaulted.
Someone’s brother had been chased.
Someone’s grandfather had been
beaten. They were desperate cries
buried beneath the anthem of nation-
al unity.

On September 15, 2001, Balbir
Singh Sodhi was murdered in front of
his gas station in Arizona by a man
who called himself a patriot. He was

the first of at least two dozen people killed in the year-long
aftermath of 9/11. My family knew the Sodhi family, so it
felt as if an uncle had been murdered.

At that moment, I ran into my bedroom, locked the door
and hid. I wanted to do something, but the script I was
holding told me that a young woman of color without a col-
lege degree should keep her head down.

I wrote an e-mail to my Stanford adviser and professor
Linda Hess with an idea to use my camera to document the
violence myself. She responded:

You’re in a position to enter this unique moment in histo-
ry, the huge energy generated by these events, and catch the
life of it. It’s like entering the whirlwind. That sounds more
dangerous than I want it to sound, but I mean this is a
moment to connect with powerful forces that have been let
loose, to be like Ramanujan’s ‘mystical opportunist’… To
enter this field of tremendous forces and catch words,
images, that will be precious and unique to this immediate
time.

‘Oh blessed rage for order, pale Ramon! The maker’s rage
to order words of the sea!’ (Wallace Stevens, ‘The Idea of
Order at Key West’).

I grabbed my camera and began a road trip with my
cousin Sonny across the country to chronicle stories of hate
crimes against Sikh, Muslim, and other Americans. 

For the next few years, I captured more than a 100 hours
of footage, documenting hate crimes, discrimination, bully-
ing and profiling in the Sikh American community. 
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9/11 ignited Valarie Kaur’s career. In 2004, she was wrongfully arrested at an anti-war protest
while serving as a legal observer to protect against police misconduct in New York City, 
pictured. Those who know her say that she puts herself in danger for the things she believes in.
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I did not know how I would finish the project – until I
met filmmaker Sharat Raju who became the film’s co-pro-
ducer and director. 

Working with a team of friends over five years, we devel-
oped the project into the first feature-length documentary
film Divided We Fall.  

How did you meet your filmmaking partner Sharat Raju?
I met Sharat 10 years ago at the first-ever Sikh film festi-

val in Toronto in October 2003. Sharat screened his criti-
cally acclaimed film American Made, and I showed footage
from the interviews I collected after 9/11. Sharat’s film cap-
tured the hopes and struggles of a Sikh American family
after 9/11 through a poignant fictional narrative film. I felt
it was the fictional version of what I had documented on
the road.  

After the festival, I asked if Sharat would help me make
the film. A writer-director trained at American Film Insti-
tute, Sharat became the film’s director and co-producer,
brought his professional team on board, and the project
went from a low-budget student video to a feature-length
documentary film. 

In the process of working together, we fell in love. 
Sharat and I have been filmmaking partners and partners

in life for the last decade. We have made five documentary
films together and built a loving community of teammates,
friends and family. 

Sharat brings joy and laughter into everything we do
together, whether working in the editing room, dancing in
our living room, hosting chocolate parties for our friends,
or biking along the ocean. 

We decided to get married New Year’s Eve 2011 and had
a big beautiful interfaith wedding with our friends and
family: a Hindu-Sikh Indian American wedding near my
parents’ home in the rainforests of Costa Rica. 

Long before our wedding day, Sharat’s parents, Tonse and
Vidya Raju, brother Manu Raju, and sister-in-law Archana
Mehta provided tremendous love and support to both of us. 

Manu also happens to be a senior congressional reporter
at Politico and frequently appears on television. Sharat and
Manu’s grandfather Gopalakrishna Adiga was a renowned
Kannada poet whose legacy continues to embolden each of
us in our careers in writing and the arts.

What was the impact of your first film Divided We Fall?
Divided We Fall launched Sharat and me on a national

tour to 200 US cities and towns — high schools, colleges,
universities, congregations, and community centers. 

People were hungry for brave new ways to talk about race
and religion in America after 9/11. 

Under Sharat’s direction, the film uses my personal jour-
ney across America to explore stories of racism and hate,
hope and healing after 9/11. It asks the greater question:
“Who counts as ‘one of us’?”

On tour, we witnessed remarkable gestures of solidarity
after people watched the film. 

An African-American man in Chicago stood up after the
film, pointed to his braids and said: “My braids are my tur-
ban.” 

A Japanese-American woman in New England said: “My
grandparents were interned in the concentration camps
during WWII.  No one raised their voice. I will raise my
voice for you now.” 

A gay man in New York said: “I must fight for the rights
of Sikhs to wear their turbans, just as I fight for the right of
LGBTQ people to come out of the closet. We have to fight
for one another.” 

In crisscrossing America, I witnessed how stories can save
us; stories can help us see ourselves in one another. Just as
audiences began to see themselves my story, I began to see
myself in theirs. I realized that our community’s struggle is
bound up with the struggles of African American, Latino,
American Indian, Jewish, Muslim, LGBTQ and all
Americans still seeking to live, work, and worship in this
country without fear.

I was inspired to find ways to work closely on justice
issues with other communities, so that I could draw con-
nections between our struggles and help network us in one
greater movement for equality and dignity in America.

You learned how to use the power of storytelling to effect
change as a filmmaker. Why did you then decide to go to law
school? 

I believe that storytelling can produce deep healing and
dialogue. But I have also learned that storytelling is not
enough. Lasting social change requires that we use stories
strategically to challenge institutions of power. I experi-
enced this lesson the hard way.

On August 31, 2004, I was wrongfully arrested while
filming a protest as a legal observer at the Republican
National Convention and injured by a police officer. I found

myself behind bars in a New York City detention nick-
named “Guantanamo on the Hudson,” scared, nursing my
dead hand on my chest, deep blue gashes in my wrists. I
stared at the bars with a revelation: I am a citizen. I speak
English. I am educated. What happens to people behind
prison doors without these privileges? How do we fight for
them?

I thought of the female Sikh warrior-saint Mai Bhago of
the 17th century who led 40 soldiers back into battle, sword
and shield in hand. If the Sikh ideal is the warrior-saint,
one who is deeply devoted to the divine and walks the earth
standing up to injustice, then what is our modern-day
sword and shield? I decided behind bars to apply to law
school to learn how to become a more effective advocate. 

My “sword and shield” would be my law degree and film
camera.

It would be several years after my arrest before I was well
enough to attend law school. The injury resulted in a chron-
ic pain condition called Reflex Sympathetic Dystrophy and
left me functionally disabled in my right arm for years. I
switched to part-time status at Harvard Divinity School
and deferred law school, so that I could focus on healing my
body. 

How did you manage the injury you sustained during your
arrest?

Before law school, I spent nearly two years living by the
sea and seeking treatments for my injury in Los Angeles.
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Faith’s soldier

In Sharat Raju, Valarie Kaur found a professional partner and her soul mate. For the last 10 years, they have made films and run campaigns
together, using storytelling for social change. In the background is their multi-faith alter. 
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The pain was difficult to bear. Often, I
wanted to cut my arm clean off to stop the
pain coursing through the right side of my
body like a red hot iron rod. 

The turning point came when I realized
that my mind played a powerful role in my
own healing. Activists often embody the
dysfunctions they seek to heal out in the
world, operating with anxiety, frustration,
neglect and sometimes cruelty toward one’s
own self. How many women, especially
women of color, have been burned out,
beaten down, or let the work happen on
their backs or over their dead bodies? The
pain taught me to break this cycle and treat
my own body with the same compassion
and care as I treat others. I learned that
true non-violence begins with kindness and
care for one’s own body and spirit.

Today, I continue to experience flare-ups
of chronic pain as a result of my arrest
injury. But I remember that I am experi-
encing only a small taste of what others
must endure when they stand up for what
they believe. Some people lose their limbs;
others lose their lives. I am grateful that I
was given the tools, resources, and love
from friends and family to heal and contin-
ue my path.

What were your greatest accomplishments
at Yale Law School?

At Yale Law School, I learned how to make stories of
injustice legible in the courtroom and the halls of power. I
clerked on the Senate Judiciary Committee where I worked
on civil rights issues, filed landmark lawsuits as part of my
clinical work on behalf of Latinos residents swept up in
immigration raids, and traveled to Guantanamo, Bay Cuba
to report on the military commissions. 

In my proudest clinical case in law school, we represent-
ed St Rose of Lima Church, working with Latino parish-
ioners who had the courage to challenge racial profiling
and excessive use of force by local police officers. We devel-
oped a multi-pronged campaign that brought these stories
before the media, the courtroom, and the government. By
the time I graduated, the US Department of Justice had
found a pattern and practice of profiling, discrimination
and incidents of brutality, the officers responsible for the
worst abuses were arrested, and the police chief removed
from power. A coalition of faith communities and secular
advocates ran a campaign to engage the power of story-
telling and advocacy to transform a corrupt police depart-
ment — and it worked.

My conviction was confirmed. When we find the stories
that can change hearts and minds, and then wield those
stories strategically to challenge institutions of power, we
can build the movements that change the world. 

How have you continued making films in the legal field?
Between the people, the police, the courts, the faith lead-

ers, the media, that clinical case felt incredibly cinematic. It
was visually and emotionally engaging, and I started to
think of a way to use my tools as a filmmaker with my legal
training. 

A few years ago, Sharat and I founded the Yale Visual Law
Project at Yale Law School, where we make films and train
law students in the art of visual advocacy – how to use sto-
rytelling for social change. We show students how to use
film and video on behalf of clients and campaigns. 

In our pilot year, we made two films: Stigma about
African-American youth subject to stop and frisks in the
streets of New York City and Alienation about families
swept up in immigration raids in Baltimore.

We recently released our latest film The Worst Of The
Worst about the practice of solitary confinement in
America’s supermax prisons. The film shows how supermax
prisons harm all who walk through the doors by using per-
sonal stories of the people inside: a former inmate trying to
rebuild his life but haunted by memories from the prison, a
guard suffering from PTSD and the buddies trying to help
him, and a desperate mother on a mission to support a son
who spends 23 hours a day in isolation. It reflects my belief
that changing the world requires more than battling indi-
vidual bad actors; it requires challenging those institutions
of power designed to bring out the worst in us. Within
months of its release, the film has played a role in reform-
ing the supermax prison in Connecticut and emptying its
cells. 

The Yale Visual Law Project is now beginning its fourth

year at Yale Law School. We have sister organizations at
other law schools too. My hope is that more lawyers and
advocates will partner with filmmakers to use storytelling
for social change campaigns. 

What made you start Groundswell?
Here’s what I learned in crisscrossing the US in the last

decade, listening to school assemblies, congregations, and
corporate roundtables. There is a groundswell out there —
a groundswell of people, especially young people, who are
calling upon their faith tradition or moral compass to chal-
lenge the status quo. It is sparing no area of society: cam-
paigns as diverse as immigration reform, religious freedom,
and LGBTQ equality are bound up in one struggle for jus-
tice, one movement to heal and repair the world. If we con-
nected all these people in one powerful network, could we
build the political power of one greater multifaith move-
ment for justice? 

Coming out of law school, I founded Groundswell, an ini-
tiative at Auburn Seminary that connects and equips peo-
ple across many faiths and backgrounds in one network to
wage campaigns. We train people to use storytelling in
movements for social change using digital tools. We run
campaigns responding to today’s most pressing social
issues, including LGBTQ equality, human trafficking, hate
crimes, and gun violence. In little over a year, our base has
grown to nearly 100,000 members. We now invite all peo-
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Valarie Kaur attends the memorial for the victims of the shootout at the Sikh Temple of Wisconsin, August 10, 2012. 
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ple of faith and moral conscious to use the
Groundswell platform to launch their own
campaigns. 

You have been a leading voice in the Sikh
community, especially in response to the
mass shooting at the gurdwara in Oak Creek,
Wisconsin last year. Can you tell us about that
experience?

The last year has been an unprecedented
moment in the history of the Sikh American
community. 

In the wake of Oak Creek, I experienced
sadness and grief that felt similar to the
aftermath of 9/11, when Balbir Singh Sodhi
became the first of too many murdered in
hate. But this time, 11 years later, something
remarkable happened: The nation’s cameras
turned to our community. For the first time
in 100 years of history, we stood at the center
of the nation’s attention.

In the immediate aftermath, I watched
Sikh families, especially the young people of
Oak Creek, in the midst of unspeakable pain
and sorrow, turn to face the sea of cameras,
tell their stories, and call for an end to hate,
not just against Sikhs but against all people. 

In them, I witnessed the true meaning of
the Sikh spirit of Chardi Kala — in the face of
darkness and unspeakable despair, everlast-
ing high spirits and hope. And they weren’t alone. I joined
a rising generation of Sikh Americans who stepped up to
organize vigils, write op-eds, work with law enforcement,
use social media, appear on television, and tell our commu-
nity’s stories to a public who needed to hear from us. As a
result, tens of thousands of people stood with us to say that
an attack on one of us is an attack on all of us. 

In the weeks following the tragedy, leading civil rights
organizations such as the Sikh Coalition along with Grou-
ndswell at Auburn Seminary took the community’s stories
into the halls of power, requesting that the US government
better monitor and track hate crimes in the US and combat
domestic terrorism. It resulted in a historic hate crime
hearing September 19, 2012, where Sikhs led people of all
colors and faiths to join together to call for an end to hate
in America. Sharat and I chronicled the story in the short
film Oak Creek: In Memorium. 

Today, nearly a year after Oak Creek, I believe we are at a
crossroads. Will we return to the old way of fighting for only
our community, our own issues, and even our own organi-
zations? Or will we embrace this new way of fighting, in a
spirit of collaboration? We have much work ahead and it
inspires me that we now have bold new coalitions to con-
tinue the fight for civil rights and human dignity for all peo-
ple in the US. 

What is the most important life lesson you give to your stu-
dents?

The way we make change is just as important as the
change we make.

Seva means “sacred service” in the Sikh tradition. We
often think of seva as the product of our work, but I have
come to believe that seva is the way we serve too. In a world

where too often people work in stress or fatigue, we must
embody the wellness and joy we want our service to bring
to the world. This is the path of the saint-soldier that my
grandfather taught me.

‘The arc of the moral universe is long,’ said the Reverend
Dr Martin Luther King, ‘but it bends toward justice.’ 

I know that bending the arc toward justice is long and
arduous work, and the work will not be done when we die.
But if we open our hearts to the love that is always around
us, I believe that we can find meaning and joy in the jour-
ney.

How do you practice this lesson in your own daily life?
Each morning, I recite shabads and listen to kirtan from

the Sikh tradition at home. Each week, I dance kathak, a
classical North Indian dance that weaves together Hindu
and Muslim traditions and storytelling, using the whole
body as an instrument of prayer. 

Frequently, I visit a gurdwara to pray in community.
These practices help me walk my path with intention and
integrity. 

But the most important practice I learned from Papaji. In
the final years of my grandfather’s life, I watched Papaji suf-
fer slowly as his body shut down from Parkinson’s disease.
He found ways to smile and express profound joy, even
when he could barely move his head or eyes. He loved being

alive. He delighted in beauty. He soaked in the love he
received. And he showed me how to be fearless, even in the
face of death.

“Are you afraid of death, Papaji,” I once asked him.
“Absolutely not,” he said. “There is no difference in my

being here or not here. If I be, god will be with me. If I don’t
be, I will be with god... I have been subject to changes from
unit to unit in my army service, subject to transfers. And I
have been going from place to place happily. On my last
transfer also, I’ll go happily.”

“What is your last wish at the time of death?” I asked.
“I should be able to give a smile to all the people around

me present at that time,” he said. “This is the only wish I
have. I want to go smiling to my master.”

On the day he died, Papaji smiled at each of his children
around his bed. They touched his lips with amrit, the
sacred waters. He waited until my grandmother Mummyji
gave him amrit, took the cloth into his mouth, sighed and
gazing out, died. 

The night before his funeral, I finally looked up the mean-
ing to the prayer he sung me as a child: “Tati Vao Na Lagi,
Par Brahm Sharnai.” It means, “The hot winds cannot
touch me; I am sheltered by the divine.” 

My grandfather’s last lesson to me was this: In life, you
will endure the noise and whip of the whirlwind. But if you
dare to walk the path of a saint-soldier, the deepest part of
your heart will always be sheltered from the swirling hot
winds. You just have to practice residing in that still sacred
center. 

For me, each day presents an opportunity to live boldly
like Papaji, and each night to close my eyes with love and
gratitude in my heart, as he did. 

Faith’s soldier
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Valarie Kaur addresses a press conference, following a historic hearing on tracking hate crimes against Sikhs, Hindus and Arabs in the US in the wake of the
Wisconsin gurdwara tragedy. As a result of her relentless organizing with the Sikh Coalition and others, the FBI agreed to track hate crimes against Sikhs,
Hindus, Arabs and other at-risk communities to prevent such crimes in the future. 
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When did Valarie start
showing signs of lead-
ership, courage and

care for the  community?
One of the times when I real-

ized that Valarie was a very car-
ing child, more so than children
her age of about 7, was when we
were visiting Los Angeles. 

We were walking down the
street when a homeless person
approached us on the sidewalk. 

When he asked for a handout
my reaction would have been to
ignore him and walk to the other
side of the street. Valarie insisted
that we help, regardless of my
explaining to her why it is impossible to
help everyone that asks.

Even at that age Valarie could be very
persuasive and impossible to say no to.

She showed a compassion and under-
standing far beyond her age that day.

Valarie is an adult now, but has not
changed one bit in her concern for those
less fortunate among us.

She has always been passionate about
helping and making a difference. 

Of course, as any father would, we
wanted her to be financially secure in
whatever work she decided to pursue, but
when we expressed our concern in this
matter, she said ‘Let Sanjeev and I pursue
our passion and the money will
follow.’ Both our son Sanjeev and Valarie,
with our full support, are following their
passion.

During her junior year at Stanford,
Valarie decided to travel to India to inter-
view survivors of the 1947 Partition of
India. She was preparing to leave when
the attacks of 9/11 happened and
Stanford decided it was too dangerous to
send students abroad.

9/11 and its repercussion on the Asian-
American community had a deep affect
on Valarie. This is when she first took on
the desire to help this community, switch-
ing from traveling to India to taking on
the camera, traveling across the US, and
then the world, to document stories of
hate crimes that were taking place every-
where.

Among her many accomplishments,
which ones do you value most? And why?

Besides her high achievements in aca-
demia, her way of storytelling, making a
difference, especially by inspiring young
people. 

For example, after watching DWF
(Divided We Fall) many young students
sent her e-mails, telling her how it had
changed them. That is so powerful.

Her strong will and tenacity to always
do the right thing for others is remark-

able.
Her daily living is full of mean-

ingful, purposeful moments.
It does not matter how busy she

is, she always makes time for her
family and friends.

We love the way she is continuing
the legacy of her
grandparents. Loving them and
honoring them through her work
in the most profound way.

She held the very first Sikh serv-
ice with kirtan at the Harvard
Divinity School. She can do any-
thing that she puts her mind to —
for example, taking up Kathak in
college.

With the permission of her
teacher, she performed a beautiful
Kathak dance at her graduation
ceremony at Harvard.

This is her most meaningful gift
to us. It makes us very proud of the
way she is embracing our heritage.

As parents, what have you learned
from her?

To be tenacious, strong and open
minded. 

Life is not black and white; there is a lot
of grey.

To empathize with others; to be more
loving and compassionate. 

To be courageous; to speak up even
when it is not popular, and to stand up
not only for ourselves, but for others as
well.

What incidents from her childhood do
you remember most?

When she was around five, I was driving
and she was in the back seat. She was put-
ting on her watch or doing something,
and I was telling her to do it the other
way, and she said, “You have your mind
and I have my mind, you do it your way
and I will do it my way.”

Since then, her way has been the way for
her!

She has an adventurous nature to

explore. She was always a perfectionist.
Be it History Day competitions, science
fairs — everything she learned, she
learned well and excelled at it.

Her interest led her to finding her own
way to her religion and spirituality.

Always questioning every step of the
way for better understanding, be it sci-
ence or religion.

What is the best advice that you and your
wife have given her?

Our best advice has been to allow her
the freedom to pursue her passions and to
do what makes her happy and content
with herself, even if it means to take the
road less traveled.

This advice was based on the trust we
had about her intelligence and wisdom to
choose wisely. 

V
alarie Kaur’s imagination was evi-
dent even when she was a little girl
when she would watch films like
Disney’s Aladdin and pretend she
was some of the characters in the

film, remembers her younger brother Sanjeev
Brar. 

“She was always very creative, and she was
shining in school not only in the arts, but also
science projects,” he adds. 

Politics and History and a concern for her own
heritage began dominating her imagination
when she was just about 16. 

“Valarie and I grew up in a pretty conservative
home,” he continues. “Our father (Judge Brar)
was a Republican though in the later years he
would change his politics. We used to have a lot

‘SHE DID THINGS AS THEY
WERE THE RIGHT THINGS

TO DO’
She always followed her heart
and her passion, Sanjeev Brar,

Valarie Kaur’s younger
brother, tells

Arthur J Pais.

Valarie Kaur says her biggest fans are her parents. 
In an e-mail interview with Arthur J Pais, Judge Brar,

Valarie’s father, speaks about his talented daughter.

‘She can do anything
she puts her mind to’
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Valarie Kaur, second from right, at the premiere of her first film, Divided We Fall, in San Francisco in 2006. 
With her were, from left, Sanjeev Brar (brother), Sharmila Gill (cousin), Sharat Raju (husband and DWF director), Sharon
Gibson (DWF story consultant), Kathy Jennings (DWF production assistant), Ravi (friend), Dolly Brar (mother), John
Tebbets (friend), and Judge Brar (father).
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I
met Valarie in her first year at Stan-
ford. I was offering a course on reli-
gious community and conflict in So-
uth Asia, focusing on Hindus, Mus-

lims, and Sikhs. She was a freshman, but
did fine in that upper level course.  

She had a special interest in Partition
and had already done a big research pro-
ject and performance in high school that
won top prize in a national competition.
She was also interested in oral history
and did a fine paper for the course on
methods and meanings of doing history
from oral sources.  

From the beginning, Valarie had
her characteristic energy, intensity,
talent, passion to learn and create,
and to make a difference in the
world. We talked a lot and worked
together in various ways through-
out her undergraduate career, but
the biggest thing was her senior
honors project, which had quite an
amazing trajectory.  

Valarie was a double major in
religious studies and international
relations. She decided to do her
honors thesis in religious studies,
and I was the advisor.

Her plan was to go to India and
do oral history with people who
still remembered Partition. But
9/11 stopped that plan, and as she
has explained to you, she ended up
using her travel grant and video
equipment to document the rise of prej-
udice and hate crimes in America after
9/11.  

Her footage became the material for a
‘first draft’ of the film that later became
Divided We Fall. 

Besides editing the film she did a writ-
ten thesis on the social psychology of
prejudice, using interviews from her
fieldwork along with theory. Her thesis
won a major award at Stanford.

Then when she went to a Sikh film fes-
tival to show her documentary, she met
Sharat Raju. He was a talented director,
a second-generation Indian American,
who had recently finished film school.
He was also showing a film at the festival,
his prize-winning graduation project, a
fiction film about a Sikh family in
America and what they experienced after
9/11.  

Sharat saw lots of unrealized possibili-
ties in her film, so they teamed up to
make a professional feature-length docu-
mentary, Divided We Fall: American in
the Aftermath. After being working part-

ners for a few years, they became life
partners. I had a great time attending
and helping to officiate at their wedding
in Costa Rica a year and a half ago.

In the last 10 years, since graduating
from Stanford, Valarie has accomplished
amazing things. Because of her interest
in the study of religion and interfaith
relations, she went for a master’s degree
at the Harvard Divinity School.
Eventually, she graduated from the Yale
Law School. But she wasn’t just in school
all the time. Far from it! She kept going
out into the world. 

She and Sharat toured far and wide
with the film, screening, giving talks,
holding workshops. Her academic proj-
ects often took her out into the world,
and she often brought issues from the
world into academia. She went to
Guantanamo to report on the situation
there. She and Sharat started the Yale
Visual Law Project, which has produced
films on important legal and human
rights issues. 

She volunteered as a legal observer

during the demonstrations at the New
York Republican convention in 2004,
which led to a lot of pain and suffering.
She started Groundswell and served as
its director. In the last year she become a
regular commentator on one of MSN-
BC’s main weekend news programs.  

While Valarie has far-reaching inter-
ests in justice and human rights, she also
has a special relation with the Sikh com-
munity. When the killings happened at
the Oak Creek gurdwara, she and Sharat
took multiple trips to Wisconsin and pro-

duced a short film on the communi-
ty and its response to the tragedy. 

It may sound like Valarie leads a
charmed life, endowed with so
much talent and privilege, a gradu-
ate of all the best schools. But
Valarie’s grandparents were immi-
grant farmers, she went to public
schools in California’s Central Vall-
ey (an agricultural area), and she
has faced many serious struggles. 

Just one example. At the 2004
Republican Convention, while stan-
ding on the sidewalk wearing offi-
cial identification as a legal observ-
er, she was violently arrested, her
arms were painfully and tightly
cuffed behind her back, she was
handled very roughly and sustained
injuries in her wrists and nerves
that caused severe, disabling pain
for years. Valarie often takes risks,

puts herself in danger for the things she
believes in.

One other important point: Valarie’s a
lot of fun. So is Sharat. What a team! Th-
ey know how to work seriously, and they
know how to appreciate the joys of life.  

During their wedding celebrations in
Costa Rica, where Valarie’s parents live
now, they happened to discover a dog
who lived near her parents’ house and
who was badly neglected and abused.
Valarie tried to feed the dog and reassure
her that she would not be hurt. The dog
joined the wedding party. She changed
dramatically, from being frightened and
starved to enjoying the love and affection
of all the wedding guests. Ultimately
Valarie and Sharat took the dog back to
the US, where she is now a beloved mem-
ber of their household.  Her name is
Shaadi — Wedding! 

Linda Hess is a senior lecturer,
Religious Studies, Stanford University.

— As told to Arthur J Pais

‘Valarie has accomplished amazing things’
‘From the beginning,

Valarie had her
characteristic energy,

intensity, talent, passion to
learn and create, and to
make a difference in the

world,’ says
Linda Hess.

of discussion about politics and current
events. There was good natured sparring, but
in the end everyone agreed with my dad. 

Valarie’s interest in politics kept growing
and she would write (op-ed) articles in the
Fresno Bee. Valarie introduced new conversa-
tion when she joined college and began ques-
tioning things with greater passion. She dis-
agreed with my father on everything.”

The Brar parents never really made a big
list of things their children could do — or not.
“They would tell us get good grades and one
day you will go to Fresno State,” he recollects.
Valarie surprised many by going to Stanford.

There was authenticity to everything she
did, even as a school girl. 

“Her goal was not do things so that she
could be the Valedictorian,” he said. “She did
things as they were the right things to do.”

It was evident even before she enrolled in
college that once she put her mind to some-
thing, her resolve could not be shaken, he
added. “She broke a lot of rules, she was very
hot headed. She always followed her heart
and her passion.”

Much more than anyone else it was their
maternal grandfather, Captain Gurdial
Singh, who the children called ‘Papaji’ who
made a lasting impression on young Valarie.

“He had studied engineering and he had se-
rved in the Army serving in Sudan, Ethiopia,
Egypt, Libya, Iraq, Iran, and Palestine, earn-
ing the rank of Captain,” Sanjeev said. “He
always wore a turban, he had a beard, and he
had all the five Ks orthodox Sikhs have.”

At the same time, he made friends across
ethnicities and religious barriers. 

“He was quite a liberal and firmly believed
that life was enriched by interacting with
people of other cultures and faiths. Valarie
learned a lot from him,” he added, “especially
not to have fear of ‘otherness.’”

Valarie is anything but the stereotypical
career-oriented person, says her brother. 

“She knows to enjoy life, she loves her
home,” adds Sanjeev who lives in Brooklyn.
“She loves hiking, she loves classical dance,
and she loves her dog, Shaadi. Whenever I go
to her Connecticut home, I am sure of good
meals and wonderful conversation. She is
very passionate about her life, not just her
political and social causes.” 

Sanjeev Brar is a musician. 

‘SHE DID THINGS AS
THEY WERE THE RIGHT

THINGS TO DO’
PAGE M105

With the words ‘this is a moment to connect 
with powerful forces that have been let loose,’ 
Professor Linda Hess inspired Valarie Kaur to chronicle
stories of hate crimes after 9/11.
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I
became aware of Valarie Kaur’s work when she was a
student at Stanford. She was a senior writing her the-
sis on the experience of Sikhs post 9/11, and she had
taken a year out and done the preliminary film work
that eventually became incorporated into her film
(Divide We Fall). 

As director of the pluralism project, we have, over the past
20 years, tried to document and interpret the changing reli-
gious landscape in the United States, and especially with this
new Islamic and Hindu and Sikh and Buddhist communi-
ties. 

This was a time obviously when Sikhs were under a certain
amount of pressure, and Valarie was a young person who had
addressed herself to this as a student. So, we had invited her
to join us that year at the annual meeting of the American
Academy of Religion. 

Valarie presented some of her work and a pluralist project
session there. That was sort of the beginning of it. 

She went on to finish her undergraduate degree at Stanf-
ord, and then came to the Harvard Divinity School as a stu-
dent. 

During that time, she continued to work; she did inde-
pendent studies with me on her ongoing work on the Sikh
experience after 9/11, and she decided then to turn that into
a film that she would have to go back on the road and do
some more work on. 

During the time she was producing the film, Divided We
Fall, the Pluralism Project sponsored several screenings of
that from a much longer form to a more edited form, with
response from many of our colleagues here in the Boston
area. 

So, we watched that film emerge, and, of course, it’s become
an enormously important resource for thinking about the
experience of the Sikh community in the US. 

The film is very personal. It begins with 9/11 and then has
a bit of a storyline of her own family and her cousin who goes
on the road with her when she decides as a Stanford student
that she needs to find out what’s happening to Sikh commu-
nities across the country. 

So, we have a bit of that journey of these two Sikh cousins
from one place to another, all the way to New York. And then
we have some very powerful interviews along the way that
give us the insight into what people experienced those days
(post 9/11), and subsequently, the months and years after.
And eventually she is able to go onto Punjab, where she
meets the widow of Balbir Singh Sodhi, a turbaned man who
was simply planting flowers around his gas station in Arizona
when he was killed by someone who mistook him for a cousin
of Osama Bin Landen simply because of the turban. 

His widow, shattered by all of this, went home to India and
settled there. 

So, it has a kind of circle to it that begins with her own ala-
rm that people in the Sikh community were being harassed
and killed after 9/11. But it’s a film that tells stories in the
voices of the people who experienced them, and that’s a very
important thing to hear.

Storytelling is how we communicate most effectively really.
And to be able to do this on film, a film that aired on televi-
sion, has an impact that we can scarcely judge. 

I think that storytelling, whether through print or through
film, is a very effective form of communication; it’s what edu-
cates people about other people far more than theory or his-
tory that doesn’t have flesh and blood people in it.

***
I also worked directly with Valarie; she did a number of

independent studies with me. 
I went on to write letters of recommendation for her inter-

est in going to law school because I think that combination of
legal expertise with real concern for the religious communi-
ties of the United States is a very vital one in this phase of our
American life. 

Her strength really is the vibrancy with which she’s able to
convey her own experience and the experience of her family. 

One of the most powerful things about the film (DWF) is
that it begins in California with her own father and grandfa-
ther and her extended family in the Central Valley, where
Sikhs had been settled in the US for a very long time — near-
ly 100 years — it’s a very strong and old Sikh community. She
is able to draw on that strength. 

She just has a wonderful communicative vibrancy and sym-
pathy that enables her not only to elicit some of the most
important stories from the Sikh community and some of its
own interlocutors — the women, the men, the mother of
Balbir Singh Sodhi, but also communicates them to a wider
public — to students, to people who know almost nothing
about the Sikhs. 

Valarie is really a very effective young Sikh leader. This is
extremely important in the US because, you know, the
stereotype of a Sikh is usually a man, a turbaned man, who
has an Indian accent of some sort, and she is born in
America, a woman, with a very broad education, and yet very
deep religious roots and very strong sense of the importance

of interfaith understanding. 
It’s fresh — she’s a woman, she’s young. And this

is the case with other religious communities in the
US: that their most effective interlocutors and the
people most deeply involved in the new interfaith
reality of America are young women and men who
are Hindu, Sikh, Muslim, Jain, and they are able to
speak from their own experience, which is a deeply
American experience. 

I think they’re able to articulate this in a very
strong way, and they do of course represent the fact
that over the last 50 years, since 1965, America has
had a new wave of immigration that has come
from literally all over the world and has given us
what I’ve called ‘the new religious America.’ 

That’s an extremely important fact that we need
to absorb and deal with and wrestle with in places
that matter. She’s really at the forefront of this. 

The interfaith structure in America over the last
10 years has grown and strengthened with each
passing year, and Valarie has certainly been part of
that. 

I think the fact that she’s as well known as she is,
that she’s invited to many groups to speak, to col-

lege campuses in particular, is really important. 
Then last summer, in the wake of the Oak Creek,

Wisconsin, shooting, she was someone who was able imm-
ediately to turn to that community and do some more work
in communications for a community that at that point was
very much in shock in terms of what had happened to them. 

After the shooting people came out and were like, ‘Wait,
who exactly are the Sikhs? How do we know more about
them?’ 

I think in the US our level of religious literacy is pretty low
generally, and unfortunately sometimes it takes these trage-
dies to ask the questions we need to ask. 

As a professor who teaches about issues involving Sikhs
and Muslims and Hindus in the United States on a regular
basis, I can say for most of my students — these are Harvard
students who have had a secondary education in the best
schools in the United States, and many of them have never
learned anything about the Sikhs. I mean there are as many
Sikhs in the world as there are Jews. So, it’s an extremely
important thing.

I think Valarie is doing all she can to change that (invisi-
bility). 

‘Her strength is the vibrancy
with which she’s able to

convey her own experience’
Professor Diana Eck on what makes Valarie Kaur an effective leader.
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Just days after the Wisconsin gurdwara shootout Valarie Kaur speaks with Kamal
Singh, left, and Harpreet Singh, the sons of Paramjit Kaur, the only woman killed in
the tragedy. Valarie became a leading voice on the airwaves and on the ground to
advocate for the Sikh community, bringing calm and wisdom in the wake of tragedy.
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I think she’s someone who, having a back-
ground both from law school and from her
own background in religious studies and
learning about the Sikh community, would be
able to do this very, very well. 

Valarie stands out as someone who has
come out of a particular religious and ethnic
community in the US and has taken that on
as sort of her main field of study really. There
are others who have taken a different line,
who have gone on to do Sikh graduate studies
and become professors. They have become
scholars for the Sikh community and of South
Asia. 

Valarie has done something slightly differ-
ent, which is to go from a master’s degree in
religious studies not into a PhD in religious
studies, but into a law degree from Yale. And
that combination equips her for a different
kind of role of a public intellectual, which I
think is important for her and for the rest of
us as well. 

This is her area, and this is what she intends
to do — to really address issues of social jus-
tice from the perspective that she speaks. 

In doing so, she makes very clear that these
are foundational to the Sikh community —
the notion of human equality, the notion of
hospitality, all of this is part of what it is to be
Sikh in America. 

Valarie is a woman of her generation, really.
I have a lot of South Asian students — I mean
I’m an advisor to the South Asian student
group and the Hindu student group — they
are very energetic, thoroughly American in
one sense, but a distinctly South Asian com-
munity. I think Valarie represents the very
best of them. And perhaps one who, perhaps
more so than others, is simultaneously com-
mitted to her Sikh roots. 

She is an image of a young South Asian
American that is very much of this genera-
tion, and she may be not typical, but very
much representative of that kind of energy. 

It’s been a privilege to be a part of her life
over the past 10 years. 

Diana Eck, Professor of Comparative
Religion and Indian Studies and the
Fredric Wertham Professor of Law and
Psychiatry in Society in the Faculty of Arts
and Sciences, Harvard Divinity School,
spoke to Chaya Babu.

‘Her strength is the
vibrancy with which
she’s able to convey
her own experience’
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On the way to a friend’s home
through the desert off Los Ang-
eles, a student filmmaker happ-

ened to see an abandoned car. 
‘Could there be something suspicious

about it?’ he wondered. After all 9/11
had just happened, and officials were
warning of anything ‘suspicious.’

“That image of the stranded car trig-
gered a lot of questions in my mind,”
says filmmaker and activist Sharat Raju
who would soon make the short film,
American Made. 

It would lead him to meeting activist
and fledgling filmmaker Valarie Kaur
and making four documentary films. 

Apart from Divided We Fall: Americ-
ans in the Aftermath, a chronicle of hate
crimes in the United States post 9/11,
Kaur and Raju, who are now husband
and wife, have made three documen-
taries including a film on maximum
sentence prisoners in America for a Yale
Law School Visual Arts project.

“Valarie and I have, together, made
documentaries which often by their
nature, are topical and related to cur-
rent events. She is a real activist, some-
one who can use media and visual sto-
rytelling and strives to make positive
change in the world,” says Raju whose
maternal grandfather Mogeri Gopalakri-
shna Adiga was one of the legends of
Kannada poetry.

“I don’t claim to be an activist; I’m a
filmmaker who sometimes will make
something that can be used and shared by
someone as passionate and as smart as
Valarie to do good,” Raju says in an e-
mailed response. 

“We are both very professional when we
work together, but we also appreciate how
unique it is to create something with
someone you love, to spend long hours on
a project we both believe in, and to sur-
round ourselves with friends, family and
collaborators who feel the same.”

Sharat and Valarie met 10 years ago at
the first-ever Sikh film festival in Toronto
in October 2003 after the screening of
American Made. 

She showed him footage from the inter-

views she had collected after 9/11 and
asked if he would help her make the film. 

Trained at the American Film Institute,
Sharat became the film’s director and co-
producer and that’s how their journey
began together. 

Subsequently, the couple founded the
Visual Law Project to bring together doc-
umentary filmmaking and legal scholar-
ship into a new form of visual knowledge
production. 

Featured on CNN, NPR, BBC and oth-
ers, Divided We Fall is the first documen-
tary on post 9/11 hate crimes. 

Demand for the film sent the husband
and wife team on speaking and screening
engagements in more than 150 towns and
cities in America, Canada and several
other countries.

The basic structure of any narrative, he
said recently at a seminar at Yale, goes as
follows: There’s a person, this is what the

person was up against, this is what
happened, and this is the result of
those actions. 

Raju recalled that he was trained in
narrative filmmaking, where the
main question was always ‘Whose
story is it? Who is the main charac-
ter? Who is the story told through?’ 

The most compelling part of mak-
ing Divided We Fall, he revealed, was
that Valarie Kaur was that character
through whose journey the story was
told.

“Often I’m interested in something
that’s going on in the world around
us. But that’s not how it starts – it still
comes down to the personal journey
of the main character or characters
on the screen,” he told India Abroad.

The couple has made a short film
on last year’s Oak Creek gurdwara
killings in Wisconsin and how the
Sikh community bore the grief.

‘We are filmmakers who spent we-
eks on the ground with the Sikh com-
munity in Oak Creek, WI, document-
ing and reporting on the shooting,’
they wrote in the Huffington Post. 

‘The victims’ families gave us per-
mission to enter their lives and film

the aftermath of the tragedy from inside
their homes and gurdwara, where media
cameras were not allowed. Although we
had spent the last decade filming stories of
minority communities to help advance
civil rights in the US, we had never seen
such depth of sorrow result in such unity,
strength and hope.’ 

‘This nine-minute film,’ they added, ‘pr-
esents an intimate portrait of the Sikh
community in the 45 days after the Oak
Creek shooting.’

The couple is working on creating a
longer version of the documentary.

Asked if he would like to be described
as an activist and filmmaker and how his
filmmaking efforts are shaped by his
wife Valarie Kaur, Raju wrote: “We are
already close, but working together fills
us both with a sense of gratitude and
appreciation.” 

— Arthur J Pais

‘Working together fills us with
gratitude and appreciation’

‘She can use visual storytelling to make a positive change in the world.’
Filmmaker Sharat Raju on his wife and work partner, Valarie Kaur.

Valarie Kaur and Sharat Raju at the White House. She
was invited as one of  150 community leaders for a
briefing and reception in honor of Asian American and
Pacific Islander heritage in 2011.
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first met Valarie at a White
House advocacy event organized
by our common friend, Anju
Bhargava. 

She was a panel speaker talking
passionately about social change

and innovation. She was telling a story,
but not just any story. She spoke about
her own journey towards enlightenment
in the aftermath of 9/11 which took her
all over the country with a video camera
in hand.

She felt compelled to act, she told the
audience that day. I could see the pain
still echoing from behind her confident
smile. As an ER doc, I have learned to
understand what is often not said. I
could sense that this was a form of heal-
ing for a soul filled with empathy for a
community that still had no voice. 

Many of us still bear scars from the
unfettered hatred that ensued from that
singular terrorist event. Our country was
angry and in her poignant documentary,
Divided We Fall, she chronicles the hate
crimes suffered by Sikhs and Muslims in
the burning shadows of 9/11.

Valarie did not stop there. She became an exceptional
social innovator for Sikhs, for women and for interfaith
activists. She explains that many young people she meets
across the country are overwhelmed by the world’s prob-
lems. 

There is pain, suffering, hunger and thousands of desper-
ate needs that are waiting for a solution — which one do
you choose? Valarie shares some of her wisdom with me.

“I have learned that we hear our calling when our own
deepest desire and unique skill set meets the world’s needs.
We cannot force or choose our calling… Everyone of my
films or campaigns has chosen me…”

I remember watching an interview of one of the greatest
pop sensations of all time, MJ. Sorry Elvis, yes, I’m a
Michael Jackson fan and, yes, the Army is okay with that. In
any case, in this interview he states that his music came to
him from somewhere or something greater than him. 

Other great artists throughout our history, including
Bach and Leonardo da Vinci, have also echoed similar sen-
timents about simply being conduits for the greatness that
flowed through them.

Valarie Kaur has become a conduit for greatness, and she
shares the secret to her successes with me:

“I believe each of us can be change makers, in small or big
ways, in our communities and our own homes. We just have
to listen deeply for the moments we are called to act — and
not turn away when they come.”

I am reminded of a story my grandmother used to tell me
when I was young. Guru Gobind Singhji, the Tenth Master
of the Sikh religion, held high a sword dripping of blood,
and asked his congregation of thousands for their heads
one day. It was a challenge to his followers — as the ulti-
mate test of faith. 

The five devoted ones or ‘Panj Pyaras’ answered the call of
faith that day and went on to become the founders of the
order of the Khalsa, one of the most significant evolutions
of the Sikh religion. 

When I see an employer telling a young Sardar that he
must choose between a job and his turban, I hear Guru
Gobind Singhji asking us for our heads. It’s a challenge,
and Valarie echoes the wisdom from our forefathers in call-
ing upon us to have the courage to act and to stand up for
each other.

While she is an exceptional public speaker, I feel her
actions speak louder than her words. 

Valarie founded Groundswell at Auburn Seminary in
New York, she says, in order to “equip and connect people
across many faiths and backgrounds in one online net-
work…. (and) If we connected all these people in one net-
work, could we build the political power of a multi-faith
movement for justice?” 

She runs campaigns responding to today’s most pressing
social challenges, including hate crimes, LGBT equality,
human trafficking and gun violence. She helped to mobilize

the interfaith network to respond to
the Oak Creek tragedy when members
of all faiths firmly stood together with
tears still fresh in our eyes, wearing T-
shirts that read ‘We are all Sikhs
today.’

In her answer to the blind hatred,
ignorance, violence and policies of
exclusion that presumptively ban Sikh
articles of faith, distancing our com-
munity from equal opportunity and
the American dream, Valarie teaches
storytelling as a form of advocacy. 

She founded the Yale Visual Law
Project at the Yale Law School so that
she could show people how to use sto-
rytelling for social change. Several
films have blossomed from this proj-
ect which continues to inspire lawyers
and policy makers.

‘Our journey is not complete…’ My
Commander-in-Chief, President
Obama, uttered that phrase during his
historic and moving inaugural speech
earlier this year. The FBI recently
agreed to track hate crimes against
Sikhs, Hindus and members of other

faiths on the basis of religion. Bullying in the educational
system has been challenged and we have a safer environ-
ment for our children to learn in. 

But our military still holds a decades-old ban that keeps
patriotic Sikh Americans from service. Our children’s
schoolbooks still bear no mention of Sikhism. Our tradi-
tions, culture and values are challenged by the ignorant as
being ‘un-American.’ 

And since 9/11 our community has borne the brunt of
hate-crimes committed as a backlash to attacks on ‘real’
Americans.

Valarie Kaur is part of a new generation of young Sikh
Americans that are not afraid to break social barriers. This
generation is interested in journalism, media, public serv-
ice as well as the arts and entertainment industries.

Trust me, being a doctor just isn’t what it used to be. I
have great hope that our leaders truly recognize that for
many Americans our journey is not only not complete, but
is littered with pot holes, traffic jams, and cows unwilling to
budge. 

But along the way, I am glad I have Valarie’s stories to lis-
ten to and a few of MJ’s songs. 

We will make a difference. 

Major Kamaljeet Singh Kalsi, winner of the India Abroad
Special Award for Achievement 2011, has won a Bronze Star
for his service in Afghanistan.

‘Our journey is not complete’
Valarie Kaur is an exceptional social innovator for Sikhs, for women,

and for interfaith activists, says Major Kamaljeet Singh Kalsi.

I

Valarie Kaur delivers 4,000 letters of support from Groundswell members to the Sikh
community in Wisconsin after the mass shooting.
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For decades now, Sambhu Banik has been the go-to person whenever the community
is putting together an event, be it cultural or social or political.

India
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PARESH GANDHI

For being a
pioneering
community
leader; for being
a voice for the
mentally
challenged, and
for his lifelong
dedication to
service.

FROM THE
EDITORS

The
Bridge
Builder

D
r Sambhu N Banik is a man of
many facets. Although by pr-
ofession he is a clinical psy-
chologist and an adjunct uni-
versity professor, his bound-
less energy, even at age 78,
incorporates a full life of an

indefatigable community service activist, hum-
an rights advocate, champion chef, a voice for
the mentally challenged and disabled, a bridge-
builder of the American and Indian people, not
to mention an ex-US government official.

And, did I mention, he is also the convener of
the Sham-e-Ghazal musical group in the
Washington, DC area, which comprises Indian
grandparents who have become a popular
singing sensation ever since a handful of them
had a sing-along at Sambhu and Promila
Banik’s home in Bethesda, Maryland.

His is a life that
incorporates indefatigable
community service, human
rights advocacy, giving voice
to the mentally challenged

and disabled, and
government service.

Aziz Haniffa meets the
winner of the India Abroad

Award for Lifetime Service to
the Community 2012,

Sambhu Banik.
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Erstwhile US Congresswoman Connie Morella, a moderate
and progressive Republican, who represented Montgomery
County, Maryland — which boasts of a significant Indian-
American population — for eight terms and then served as
US ambassador to the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development in Paris, says, “To me,
Sambhu Banik, represents what Shakespeare wrote: ‘A man
of sovereign parts, he is esteem’d; Well fitted in arts, glorious
in arms; Nothing becomes him ill that he would well.’”

And, then she adds to the bard, declaring, “We wish Dr
Banik well, because he’s done that for others.”

The Joypara, East Bengal (now Bangladesh)-born Banik,
came to the United States via England and Canada in 1964. 

He received his BSc and MSc in 1956 and 1958, respective-
ly, from Calcutta University, and his PhD from Bristol
University in 1964 before coming over to the US to do his
post doctoral fellowship in Clinical Psychology at Norwich
Hospital, Connecticut.

Then following his move to the DC area in 1971, when he
joined the Mental Health Services Administration as chief
psychologist and director of internship training at Glenn
Dale Hospital’s Mental Health Division and followed that up
with a string of federal, state and city positions, he has till
today, devoted every available spare minute he has to com-
munity service and organizing. 

Banik is the go-to person whenever the community is put-
ting together an event, be it cultural or social or political.

When North Carolina entrepreneur Swadesh Chatterjee
constituted a US-India Friendship Council to mobilize the
Indian-American community and create a critical mass to
launch a massive lobbying campaign to push through the
US-India nuclear deal though both houses of Congress, it

was Banik that he called to gin up the Washington, DC area
folks.

Banik has been either the founder or co-founder of scores
of Indian-American organizations and associations from
Prabashi, Inc, which he founded in 1972 as a socio-cultural
organization to develop better understanding and better
relations between the people of India and the US to the
Indian Cultural Coordination Committee, an umbrella
organization to bring all other associations and organization
under one roof to showcase India’s diverse and multi-reli-
gious cultures and festivals to the larger mainstream popula-
tion.

He was also one of the early co-founders of the Indian-
American Forum for Political Education — the first Indian-
American political organization mooted by Dr Joy Cherian,
winner of the first India Abroad Award for Lifetime Service
to the Community, in the early 1980s — and the National
Federation of Indian American Associations, also of similar
vintage, put together by Dr Thomas Abraham, winner of the
India Abroad Award for Lifetime Service to the Community
2011.

Banik says his zeal for community service was inspired by
his father Padmalochan Banik, who had sold “my mother’s
jewelry and donated a deep tubewell for drinking water for
the entire village as there was no drinking water facility. And,
when the Hindu-Muslim riots broke out (during Partition),
it was the Muslim families who saved us because of their
gratitude to my father’s service to the community.”

In his autobiography, Born Ordinary, Lived Extra-Ord-
inary, Banik speaks about the open-mindedness of his father
and recalls how in their home in Joypara, he would host
mahotsav celebrations — a 24-hour Sankirtan (a meeting

where Hindu devotional songs would be sung) followed by a
large feast, and “during these events my father would feed
anyone irrespective of their religion, caste, or creed.”

“When my father learned that the local villagers were boy-
cotting the mahotsav of an untouchable, he strongly encour-
aged us to attend. I remember the outrage that my father and
my family faced after we attended a mahostav given by an
untouchable named Chamar — (a community) name that
means he who collects skin from dead animals.”

“I deeply respect Sambhu Banik,” says Morella, “because he
cares for those people who don’t have a voice. He cares for the
disabled, the mentally deficient. He cares for the underprivi-
leged, he cares for the victims of violence, and he’s a great
leader in terms of human rights.”

“These are people who don’t have voice, who don’t know
how to articulate their concerns, and it’s wonderful to know
that there is somebody there who is constantly promoting the
very best to help those people. In so doing, he helps the com-
munity, he helps society, he helps the world.”

Echoing her sentiments, members of the community who
had interacted with Banik said he was at the same time,
endearing, entertaining, humorous, down-to-earth, and a
fun-loving person.

“And we all need that,” Morella said. “We need that in order
to even get good things to happen. We need to have that kind
of backing of someone who knows that life is special and pre-
cious and friends and people are what is so important. And,
so, I love him.”
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From left, Sambhu Banik with then President Bill Clinton, then President George W Bush and then First Lady Hillary Clinton. Banik has been at the forefront of almost all 
pioneering organizations that have facilitated the assimilation of Indian Americans in all aspects of life in mainstream America.
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Aruna Miller, the first and
only Indian-American woman
legislator in the Maryland state
assembly, said, “Sambhu Banik
indeed has given of himself to
causes greater than himself and
has tirelessly spent a lifetime
making the world a better
place.”

She described him as an indi-
vidual who is “larger than life,”
who always fights injustice “and
strives to never stop for a
moment in the quest to make a
difference.”

You are a fixture in the
Indian-American community
for the past 40 years, particular-
ly in the Washington, DC area,
and the go-to person whenever
the community is organizing
something or putting some-
thing together and often it is you
who presides over and emcees
the event. 

What has kept you going in
terms of this community
activism over the years and
always being there for the com-
munity? 

I have been inspired by my
father to always help human
beings — humanity. 

I also believe in Swami
Vivekananda’s words that to reach god is to
serve humanity. 

And the only way that you can really serve
is being involved in the community and its
programs, its events and activities. 

Although it takes a lot of time and energy,
it has some intrinsic benefits — you feel
good that you have done something because
in life, we come here for a short period of
time and then we are going to go away. 

My community is part of my own fami-
ly, and community activism and working
for and with the community is some-
thing I believe everyone should be
involved in, because the community has
done so much for us and we must give
something back to it.

You are a clinical psychologist by training.
You have your private practice. 

You are also a longtime professor at Bowie
State University in Maryland, for many
years, one of the most respected traditional
African-American colleges. 

Despite your professional and academic
schedules, you always go beyond the call of
duty in terms of counseling and offering suc-
cor to everyone in all communities. You
don’t restrict yourself just to the Indian-Am-
erican community. 

What is behind this essentially selfless
service?

We are living in America. This is a melting
pot. It has got hundreds of ethnic groups
living in a harmonious manner. 

If I restrict myself only to the Indian-
American community, I am missing the
maximum part of the community at large,
and so, I strongly believe that the only way

you should feel good about your-
self is when you become part and
parcel of the larger community. 

The community does not belong
only to Indian Americans. It
belongs to all other Americans —
all the other ethnic groups. 

I’ve learned so much by getting
involved with different cultures. 

I’ve learnt so much about differ-
ent cultures who have come and
settled here — their manners and
customs, food habits, music, arts. 

It’s a tremendous enrichment of
my own self.

Do you believe that in the same
way, by this constant interaction
and involvement with other com-
munities, you can bring the cul-
tures and for example, your love
for cooking, the music of India, etc
into these different communities
and be part of an education
process where your own commu-
nity is concerned?

History will indicate that I was
the first Indian American invited
by the Smithsonian to teach a
course on Indian cooking. 

I have given many demonstra-
tions after that on various occa-
sions to raise funds for many wor-
thy causes for several communi-
ties. 

That way we bring many other
groups together and they find out
about the richness of Indian cul-
ture, who we really are while at the
same time we become part of the

larger community.
Can you speak to how the community has

grown in the Washington, DC area?
Today, there are over a couple of hundred

thousand Indians living in the greater DC
area and its suburbs in Virginia and
Maryland, not to mention the several thou-
sand Indian students at the area colleges.

Today we have three Indian-American
lawmakers in the Maryland State Assembly,
including House Majority Leader Kumar
Barve. 

Since you first came to the area, Indian
Americans have certainly come a long way.

I am so glad you asked that question bec-
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Sambhu Banik with the late Mother Teresa. He saw her visiting Bhopal on
the second day of the Bhopal gas tragedy and that inspired him to go to
Bhopal, and do something too. 

COURTESY: SAMBHU BANIK

INDIA ABROAD AWARD
FOR LIFETIME SERVICE 
TO THE COMMUNITY

Dr Joy Cherian received the first India
Abroad Award for Lifetime Service to
the Community. He founded the Indian
American Forum for Political
Education, aimed to translate the com-
munity’s increasing numbers into polit-
ical power.
President Ronald Reagan named Dr
Cherian as a Commissioner on the
Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission. He served six years on the
EEOC from 1987 to1993, the first
Asian-American member of a US
administration, under President
Reagan and, later, President George W
Bush.

For his eloquent vision, his selfless gen-
erosity, and his tireless advocacy of
Indian and American causes and insti-
tutions, we honored
philanthropist Sreedhar Menon with
the second India Abroad Lifetime
Service to the Community Award in
2009.

For being a refuge for South Asian
women facing domestic abuse and for
empowering those women to live life on
their own terms, Manavi, Sakhi, Apna
Ghar and Maitri received the India
Abroad Lifetime Service to the
Community Award 2010.

For being a tireless soldier of the Indian
Diaspora; for founding and nurturing a
pioneering organization for the Indian
abroad; and for giving voice to the
community when there was none, we
presented Dr Thomas Abraham with
the India Abroad Lifetime Service to
the Community Award 2011.
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ause when I first came to the area, even to find one Indian on
the street was a struggle. 

If you met one, it would melt your
heart and you would go out of your
way to talk to them, invite them
home, etc, because it was so few
Indians at the time. 

But over the years, it has grown by
leaps and bounds. 

The community has benefited
with the influx of new immigrants
from India. That has also enriched
our community. 

We’ve also got two governors now,
who are Indian Americans. 

Also, so many are serving in the
Obama Administration and several
who served in the Clinton and Bush
Administrations. 

Indian Americans have done a
tremendous job. I believe it is the
culture they come from — it makes
them work very hard with one goal
in mind, to succeed and achieve all
they can for their children and
grandchildren and of course, with
the highest priority being educa-
tion.

There has also been with the
growth of the Indian-American pop-
ulation, the corresponding growth
of Indian-American organizations
over the past few decades — region-
al, political, cultural, etc. 

You have always been adamant and strong in your drive to
make sure that the regional organizations, cultural organiza-
tions, and the other organizations do not stray from the plu-
rality and the diversity and the secularism that is India, which
you have always argued is paramount for the Indi-
an Diaspora. 

Why have you been such an active and passionate propo-
nent and uncompromising on this issue?

India is not one country — it is many countries. 
India has got so many sub-ethnic groups and when they

migrated to the US, they wanted to maintain these ethnic
and sub-ethnic traditions, culture and even biases and preju-
dices. 

America, on the other hand, is one homogenous country,
but it does encourage you to maintain your own identity.

You attended the 10th anniversary of AACR (American As-
sociation for Civic Responsibility) organized by Dr Joy
Cherian (founder and former president of the Indian Am-
erican Forum for Political Education, the first and oldest
Indian-American political organization) where Norman
Mineta, the former US Congressman and (Presidents) Bush
and Clinton appointee (Mineta, an Asian-American icon was
commerce secretary in the Clinton administration and trans-
portation secretary in the George W Bush administration)
talked about that one thing about America is that every eth-
nic group can maintain their own identity — they never need
to lose that identity. 

This is one of the most beautiful things about this country,
which has got so many different regional groups, but they
bring the richness of their own culture. 

By providing this variety of cultural, artistic milieu to this
(American) community, they enrich us. 

Although it might look somewhat like compartmentaliza-
tion or provincialization, in the long run, we are living in a
pluralistic, diverse society, and diversity is the hallmark of
American culture.

Is that why you feel that it’s important that while you main-
tain your individuality and identity and preserve your own
culture that you may bring from your own particular region,
in the final analysis, we are all Indians, we are all South
Asians, and we shouldn’t let some of that baggage — and when
I mean baggage I mean some of the negative connotations
that one may have in terms of trying to infuse religion, or com-
munalism, etc — enter the equation? 

Is that what you’ve fought for in terms of your community
activism over the years?

Absolutely. I’ve been involved all the time with the nation-
al organizations (he was also one of the founders of the IAFPE
and the National Federation of Indian American
Organizations).

I’ve always believed that we must all work together — that
we are all part of the same mother — Mother India — and
although we may come from Bengal, Bihar, Orissa, Uttar
Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Punjab, or wherever, it really
doesn’t matter. 

We are all Indians. So, we must all
work together in a harmonious
manner. 

As a matter of fact, in the last four
decades, we have come a long way.
We are much more united. 

If you see any Indian candidate
running for Congress or local elec-
tion, you’ll see that the Indian com-
munity is now supporting these
candidate in large numbers, irre-
spective of their party affiliation,
race, religion, etc. 

They forget about whether they or
their parents come from Bengal,
Bihar, Orissa, or Madhya Pradesh,
South India or any part.

You served in the Reagan
Administration as a member of the
National Advisory Council on Drug
Abuse and then during the George H
W Bush Administration, you were
appointed as the executive director
of the President’s Committee on
Mental Retardation. 

Were these positions you cher-
ished because they helped you give
address your passion to work
toward alleviating the lot of the dis-
abled and those afflicted by the
scourge of drug addiction?

It was one of the highlights of my life that I was given the
opportunity by President Reagan to serve on the National
Advisory Council on Drug Abuse. 

I have seen how drugs have really destroyed the fabric of
our society and our nations. It is such a big problem facing
our nations. 

If I could make a little dent — a little difference — I have
done my share.

On the other hand, regarding disability issues, I was one of
the few who lobbied to have the American Disabilities Act
enacted. 

Not only in this country, but I took this message to my
motherland and to different parts of the world. 

I am very proud to say that I have helped to set up many
programs in Hyderabad. 

I provide consultation to the Thakur Hari Prasad Institute
for the Mentally Handicapped on how to improve the quali-
ty of life of these people who have the same rights as we have,
the same feelings. 

If my advocacy can bring some changes that is a lasting
contribution, a legacy I can leave behind.

You have been in the forefront of fighting for the rights of
women and girl children. 

Recently when the brutal rapes in India became front and
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Sambhu Banik, back row center, cherishes the work he does with the differently abled.
COURTESY: SAMBHU BANIK
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center, you’ve been very forthright and vociferous
in condemning this scourge. 

You recently went to India and spoke at various
conferences, including in Hyderabad and else-
where, highlighting this issue and castigating the
proliferation of this phenomenon.

I strongly feel that the future of a nation — any
nation — depends on how we treat our women. 

They are the ones who bear our children, who
one day will rule a particular country. 

If we do not respect the women, then a nation
cannot prosper, it cannot progress. 

I have seen with my own eyes, when I was grow-
ing up, how women are mistreated — widows and
female children in particular. 

They are not only sexually abused, but also
abused physically, and they are brought to work
when they are minors, not provided education. 

Seeing that, I strongly feel that as Rosa Parks
stood her ground and refused to move to the back
of the bus bringing Martin Luther King and the
civil rights movement, a person can make a differ-
ence. 

So, I took a stand that violence against female

children and women must stop. 
India is the land of Gautam Buddha, Mother

Teresa, and Mahatma Gandhi and his non-vio-
lence, but still violence and abuse of women and
female children is rampant and widely practiced. 

Still, women cannot walk freely, women are
treated like second-class citizens when they are
known as the Mother. 

If the Mother is treated so badly, how can a
nation survive?

As the much beloved former US Congress-
woman and Ambassador Connie Morella said in
her appreciation piece about you, you were the
first Western psychologist to rush to Bhopal after
that terrible gas tragedy, putting your own life and
health in jeopardy. 

What drove you to do that almost spontaneously
and ultimately, what were you able to achieve?

When I saw Mother Teresa on the second day of
the Bhopal gas tragedy visiting Bhopal, I felt that
if this frail lady can risk her life and go to Bhopal,
then I must do something for these helpless,
hopeless people, thousands of whom were dying. 

I am very thankful for the government of India
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When I got married, I was so shy. Coming from
India it was all very new, and then I met him. 
His community activism and playing host to so
many people was sometimes too much. 
But I managed. 
I learnt everything from him. He has taught me so
much. 
I am very thankful to him for teaching me every-
thing from cooking to socializing. 
I am happy about everything that he did for me
and he did for the public. 
And he is still doing it for the community. 
Even people he doesn’t know come to him, call
him. He might have never even seen them, but he
has helped them.
Even they (the people who ask for his help) might
not know him. They might have heard his name
from some sources and they call him and say, ‘Dr
Banik, we need help.’
And he says, ‘Okay, I’ll help you.’
And he does help. He will. He will spend hours on it.
He is very loyal and very honest, be it in his com-
munity work or social life.
And that’s why we are blessed. 

— Promila and Dr Sambhu N Banik have been 
married for 40 plus years.

Sambhu Banik, left, with former Indian finance minister and now Prime Minister Manmohan Singh. Promila and Sambhu Banik in their youth.
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at the time, especially the Prime Minister’s Office, that gave
me permission to go to Bhopal, although
I suffered the consequences of my Bhopal
trip physically and health wise. 

But the feeling that I have been able to
make some difference in the lives of hun-
dreds of people is what keeps this flame of
community service burning in me. 

I have no regrets even though I still suf-
fer from the after effects of the Bhopal gas
inhalation when I was there. 

I feel that was one of the proudest
moments of my life that I was able to go
and help, not only the victims, but also
doctors who had no clue, no idea, about
the mental health aspects of that disaster
on the people. 

I worked 17, 18 hours a day, working
with them, helping them and training
them on how to counsel those people who
lost their loved ones, who were feeling so
helpless. 

Many of them wanted to commit sui-
cide, and how to prevent that. 

We didn’t want more deaths. 
Thousands had died and we didn’t want to have more

deaths among the people, who were living but were contem-
plating suicide. 

I made some small contribution in that and to this day, it
warms my heart that at that time, I was able to be there for
them.

Undeniably, this experience has left an indelible mark on
your entire being… 

Absolutely. As a matter of fact, after I returned from that
first visit, I’ve been to Bhopal 20 times since. 

I still follow up. Dr N R Bhandari, who was the superin-
tendent of the Hamidia Hospital at the time, where all the
victims were being taken, is a close friend of mine. 

Whenever I get the opportunity I still talk about the
Bhopal gas tragedy wherever I am. 

Some of the children affected are still there — they are
mentally retarded —and some of them are now in the
Thakur Hari Prasad Institute. 

Every time I go to Hyderabad, I keep an eye on them. 
I have been able to keep up with what’s going on after the

deadly effects of the methyl isocyanate that the Union
Carbide plant created and was the worst man-made disaster
in human history.

You are a Republican and have been a Maryland delegate to
the National GOP conventions. 

But you’ve always been there for Indian-American candi-
dates, whether they be Republicans or Democrats, and you’ve
hosted receptions, fundraisers for the likes of Kumar Barve,
Aruna Miller and others — all Democrats — who adore and
respect you. 

What makes you be so bi-partisan? 
Is it that all political aspirants from the community have to

be supported?
One thing I strongly believe is that I am not a partisan ani-

mal, so to speak — a hard-core partisan animal. I do not

believe in that. 
I believe in individuals. I feel that every human being has

the potential, no matter whether the person is Democrat,
Republican, independent. 

So, especially since we (the Indian-American community)
are so small in numbers — our population is small — if we
can encourage some more Indian Americans to run for elect-
ed office, that is where the emphasis should be. 

I hardly pay attention (to party lines), although I have been
reprimanded by the Republican Party a number of times for
supporting Democrats, but that is their problem, not mine. 

I feel that as a human being, living in America, I have every
right under the Constitution to exercise my own position. So,

I have no regrets in supporting
Democrats or other candidates as long as
I believe they can make a difference —
they can bring changes. 

Sometimes, I may not support a
Republican candidate if I feel that person
is not as good as a Democratic candidate.
See, this is very important. 

We are living in a free country and we
have a two-party system. So, we have to
elect people who will support our cause.

So, you feel it really doesn’t matter if he
or she is a Republican or a Democrat, as

long as the priorities and changes he or she wants to affect,
are aligned with the priorities and agenda and chances that
you see will make a difference in the lives of the constituents?

Exactly. I was appointed by both Republicans and
Democrats. I was appointed by (then Republican Governor,
Robert) Ehrlick as well as by (the current Democratic
Governor, Martin) O’Malley to the state’s Human Rights
Commission. 

I was appointed by Democrats to the Human Rights
Committee of Montgomery County. Also, to the Disabilities
Commissions. So, it really doesn’t matter. 

If you are qualified and people have got good character,
integrity, it always pays off. 

If I can be appointed by Democrats, although I am a
Republican, that shows that in the final analysis, it really
doesn’t matter whether a person is a Democrat or
Republican, as long as you are a good human being, and I try
to be a good human being.

Your wife Promila has always been at your side, including
for the scores of receptions, dinners, that you have organized
not only within the community but also in your own home for
innumerable people from politicians to diplomats and from
artists to just very good friends. 

How much of a source of strength and support has she been
to you throughout all of these years?

Without Promila, perhaps I would have been gone a long
time ago. She is a source of strength, inspiration. 

She’s my best friend. She has stood by my side no matter
whether I am sick, I am healthy, I am poor, or mediocre or
rich. This is what my wife is. 

I am so proud that I met her in Canada and that changed
my life forever. 

Without her, perhaps Sambhu Banik, wouldn’t be what he
is today. 

I owe a great deal to Promila and my children, my two
beautiful daughters, Sharmila and Kakoli. 
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Below, Sambhu Banik with South Carolina
Governor Nikki Haley, a Republican. Left, Banik
with US Congresswoman Tulsi Gabbard, a
Democrat, at a fundraiser. 
‘I believe in individuals... no matter whether the
person is Democrat, Republican, independent,’
he says.
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I
met President Ronald Reagan and First Lady Nancy
Reagan during his first Presidential inaugural ball in
1981 where ‘Old Blue Eyes’ Frank Sinatra was the
hottest Hollywood star at the inaugural extravagan-
za. 

In 1981 there were no such stringent security to meet and
greet the President at the Inaugural Ball. 

My wife Promila and me were close enough to shake his
hand and congratulate him. It was
perhaps one of the most memo-
rable highlights of my political
involvement in my new adopted
country. 

I remember part of his inaugural
speech when he eloquently stressed
‘surround yourself with the best
people you can find, delegate as
much authority as possible and do
not interfere.’ 

This was one of my learning
experiences as a manager.

I met President Reagan and the
First Lady again in January 1985
when Dr and Mrs Joy Cherian, Dr
and Mrs Shailendra Kumar, Dr and
Mrs Chandersekharan, and Dr and
Mrs Oliver Wilson and my wife
Promila all attended the
Presidential inaugural ball at the
Washington Convention Center.

Shortly after the inauguration I
met Rudy Beserra, special assistant
to the President on public affairs
when he spoke of the President’s
role in combating drug abuses in
an event in Dallas, Texas.

A number of attendees attacked
the President and his administra-
tion for not doing enough to curb
the menace of drug abuse. 

I stood up and articulated that no
President and no administration
alone with billions of dollars can
solve the drug abuse problem
unless each and every citizen takes
some responsibility to unite and
fight as drug abuse is an individual
hoice. 

Beserra was impressed with my
remarks and at the end of the pro-

gram he wanted to know whether I would be interested to
attend a White House signing-n ceremony by President
Reagan on a bill, Say No To Drugs. 

During the ceremony I got an opportunity to meet this
great human being and expressed my interest to volunteer
to serve him and his administration in this fight against
drug war. Immediately after the signing ceremony I was
informed by 

Beserra that there was going to be a vacancy soon at the
National Advisory Council on Drug Abuse, where he asked
me to apply.

February 18, 1987, I was informed by the Reagan
Administration that I was appointed a member of the
National Advisory Council on Drug Abuse to advise the
President and the Secretary of Health and Human Services
for a three-year term. 

Those Reagan years
Sambhu Banik recalls how he came to serve on President Ronald Reagan’s advisory council on drug abuse.

Sambhu Banik with then President Ronald Reagan.
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I
have known Dr Sambhu Banik for the past 27 years
during my service as Congresswoman from
Montgomery County as well as the United States
Ambassador to the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development in Paris, France.

Over the years I have had opportunities to see Dr
Banik’s multidimensional activities in social, cultural,
political, and academic spheres.

Dr Banik is internationally known for his work in the
field of mental health of children, youth, adults, geriatric
and disabled populations as well as his lifelong crusades
against human rights violations, especially against
women, children, and persons with disabilities. He has
been an outspoken advocate against women and female
infanticides in India.

Politically, Banik has been very active in the Rep-
ublican Party supporting the Reagan-Bush, Bush
Quaylw as well as the Bush-Cheney administrations. He
played a vital role in my Congressional campaigns over
the years as Finance Committee Co-chair as well, serv-
ing as my primary liaison with the Indian-American co-
mmunity. 

As a well-known leader in the Indian-American com-
munity, he successfully organized many programs for
political participation and political education of minor-
ity groups. He has campaigned for voter registration
drives and was elected as Alternate Delegate to the
Republican Convention in New York. 

Banik’s community service is legendary.
He was the first Western Psychologist who volun-

teered to go to Bhopal, India, to help the victims of the
Bhopal gas tragedy, the worst man-made disaster in his-
tory. He was willing to risk his personal safety and life to
help others. Over the years he has visited Bhopal dozens
of times helping hundreds of children and adults affect-
ed by poisonous gas exposure. 

His experiences and humanitarian services were recorded
in US Congressional Records. For his selfless services to the
Bhopal victims, Banik was awarded the Mother Teresa
International Award and the DC Mayor’s and Maharishi
Humanitarian Awards, as well as other recognitions.

Banik served the Reagan administration as a member of
the National Advisory Council on Drug Abuse. He was the
first Indian American appointed by President George H W
Bush as the executive director, President’s Committee on
Mental Retardation. He was also appointed by President
George W Bush as a member of the President’s Committee
on People with Intellectual Disabilities. Both Maryland
Governors Robert L Ehrlich and Martin O’Malley appoint-
ed him as a commissioner on the Maryland Human Rights
Commission. Montgomery County, MD, Executives Doug
Duncan and Isiah Leggett selected him to serve on the

Montgomery County Human Rights Commission. He also
served as Commissioner on the Montgomery County Com-
mission on Disabilities and the County’s Drug and Alcohol
Committee.

Banik is a bridge builder, an academician (teaching grad-
uate school at Bowie State University since 1972), a philan-
thropist and a humanist who has dedicated his entire life to
community services.

He has raised funds for the House of Ruth (an organization
that helps women and children dealing with homelesslness
and domestic abuse) and organizations that serve DC’s youth
with emotional problems, and programs of drug and teen
pregnancy prevention. An exceptional cook, he has donated
foods he has prepared to help raise funds for such causes.

After the September 11 terrorist attack and its aftermath of
anger and hostility toward Sikhs, Muslims, and other
minorities, Banik arranged meetings and visits for me as a

Congresswoman to visit gurudwaras, temples, mosques, and
opportunities for law enforcement officials to help prevent
violence against innocent people. 

Indeed throughout his life, Banik has promoted harmony
and better understanding among different cultural, ethnic,
and religious groups.

I am pleased and proud that our dear and loyal friend, a
man of integrity and commitment, Banik, will receive the
India Abroad Award for Lifetime Service to the Community.

He is most deserving. 

Constance Morella represented Maryland’s 8th congres-
sional district in the US House of Representatives. She also
served as Permanent Representative to the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development. She currently se-
rves on American University’s faculty as an ambassador in
residence for the Women in Politics Institute.

‘He was willing to risk his
safety to help others’

Former Congresswoman Constance Morella has observed
Sambhu Banik’s multidimensional work for close to 30 years.

Sambhu Banik with Congresswoman Connie Morella.
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Dr Sambhu Banik is a happy man. And it’s not just
because he is receiving the India Abroad Award for
Life Time Service to the Community 2012.

Rabindranath Tagore, the Bengali Nobel Prize-winning
poet, once said, ‘Man’s abiding happiness is not in getting
anything but in giving himself up to what is greater than
himself, to ideas which are larger than his individual life,
the idea of his country, of humanity, of God.’

Dr Banik has indeed given of himself to causes greater
than himself and has tirelessly spent a lifetime making
the world a better place.

Among his many accomplishments as a public servant,
he has had an extensive career in the field of psychology
and mental health while serving an incredible number of
posts where he provided services to those with mental
and physical challenges.  

In 1971, he joined the Mental Health Administration
where he served the residents of the District of Columbia
in various capacities, including a position as the chief,
South Community Mental Health Center to the Clinical
Administrator.  

In 1990, Dr Banik, was given the honor of being the
first Indian American appointed by President George H
W Bush to serve as the executive director, President’s
Committee on People with Mental Retardation, where he
championed the rights of the mentally retarded and dis-
abled individuals.  

One of his defining moments in this position was the pas-
sage of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, a mon-
umental achievement that protects Americans with disabil-
ities from discrimination.  

In his current positions as president, Banik and
Associates, and adjunct professor, Bowie State and Union
Universities, he continues to provide support for the com-
munity by offering guidance for graduate students in psy-
chology and consultation on various aspects of mental
health to the community and a large number of organiza-
tions and courts.   

More remarkable than these professional lifetime accom-
plishments, it is the compassionate and artistic man with
the generous soul that is larger than life.   

When Dr Banik walks into a room, the air crackles, the
room’s energy is instantly turbo charged and the feeling of
well-being magically touches everyone. He is generous with
his praise, is engaging, empathetic, and full of life. If you
want to an instant mood boost, the best remedy is a few
moments with him.  

Not only has Dr Banik demonstrated the ingenuity to find
solutions to the most pressing mental and physical health
issues, but the compassion to identify with those that are
suffering from them the most.

His commitment to mental health and social justice has
inspired a generation of people to take up the call for pub-

lic action. In fact, he has devoted over 20 years to the
advancement of the Thakur Hari Prasad Institute for the
mentally handicapped in Hyderabad, Andhra Pradesh. 

In 2011, I had the pleasure of visiting THPI.  I was so
struck by the level of nurturing, commitment, and dedica-
tion the staff provided to the residents. Like Dr Banik, they
are committed to working hard for our most vulnerable
members and speak for those with no voice. 

Through his work in mental and developmental disabili-
ties, Dr Banik reminds us that being mentally and physi-
cally handicapped does not mean that you are any different
than your peers. With guiding hands each and every human
being that has been given the gift of life is capable of great
things and can reach their full potential with the support of
their community. 

In addition to improving the quality of life for the dis-
abled, Dr Banik been a pioneer in the field of human rights,
breaching divisive barriers to racial and social equality, and
reminding us what it means to be male and female in a way
that embraces understanding and equality.  

He is the only Indian American who was appointed by the
Governor of Maryland and the Montgomery County
Executive as Commissioner of both the State’s and County’s
Human Rights Commissions. He was elected as Education
and Outreach Committee chairman of the Human Rights
Commission to provide communitywide education on the
importance of human rights in all affairs.   

Since 1972, he served as a professor at a historically black

institution, Bowie State University, where he has a
long history of endorsing racial equality and
female empowerment while teaching students
how to solve mental health challenges.  As a mem-
ber of the staff, he was well regarded by students
and staff as a trailblazer for human progress.  He
received many accolades and was voted by the stu-
dents as one of the university’s best professors. 

Throughout his career, he has also been deter-
mined to uphold the image and integrity of his
home country, India, and has been instrumental
in promoting India-US relations.  

He was the founder and president of Prabashi,
Inc, an organization created to promote better
understanding and a better relationship among
the people of India and USA. He was involved as
the president of the India Cultural Coordinating
Committee, US-Asia Foundation, Association of
Indians in America, Indian American Forum for

Political Education, Karuna Charities and a host of
other organizations to promote closer relationship between
India and the US. 

In addition to this, he has provided training and seminars
to institutions in India on various aspects of disability and
mental retardation and mental illness over the years as well
as gave lectures to various parts of the US on India’s crafts,
arts, music, dances and cuisines. 

It is due to his influence in Indian affairs that he was
invited by the Government of India to visit Bhopal after the
Bhopal Gas disaster to provide much needed mental
health-related services to the families of Bhopal Gas vic-
tims. 

Recently, he actively participated on the grassroots level
for the passage of the historic US-India Civilian Nuclear
agreement.  

As an Indian-American woman, I am indebted to him for
closing the divide between men and women as well as
improving the health of people in India and the United
States.  

We owe a great deal to those individuals that are larger
than life. I am moved by leaders like Sambhu Banik who
refuse to accept injustice as a norm and that remind us
every day that each of us is capable of making a difference
in our community and that we can lay the foundation for a
better society. 

Aruna Miller is the first Indian-American woman legisla-
tor in the Maryland General Assembly.

‘He spent a lifetime making
the world a better place’

Maryland Assemblywoman Aruna Miller on the many lives
that Sambhu Banik has touched.

Sambhu Banik, center, with Aruna Miller, right. COURTESY: ARUNA MILLER
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D
r Sambhu Banik, who has
been my friend for almost 40
years, richly deserves the
India Abroad Award for
Lifetime Service to the

Community on the basis of his activities in
many areas, ranging from psychological
and political issues to community organi-
zation. 

During a distinguished professional
career on three continents, he has been a
professor, a clinician, an administrator, a
government official, and a policy maker.
His areas of expertise have included men-
tal health, mental retardation and intellec-
tual disabilities, drug abuse, cross-cultural
human relations, and post-traumatic
stress disorder. 

He is a pillar of strength in the Indian-
American community where he has been a
leader of many organizations. He is a
bridge-builder between India and the
United States and well as between Indian-
Americans and their neighbors. 

He has been a tireless fundraiser for
many social causes. The Indian, United
States, Maryland, and Montgomery County governments
have utilized his expertise by engaging him for many
important positions and commissions.

Sambhu was the only foreign psychologist invited by the
government of India to evaluate the victims of the 1984
Bhopal gas disaster at Hamidia Hospital. For these efforts,
he was awarded the DC Humanitarian Award, the
Maharishi award, and Mother Theresa International
Award.

We spoke at the Walter Reed Army Medical Center and at
a meeting of the American Association of Psychoanalytic
Physicians about the post-traumatic syndromes and psy-
chological difficulties seen following such tragedies. 

I remember thinking at the time that his basic decency
and concern for the disabled and helpless was always
apparent in his clinical and policy work. For example,
Sambhu tireless advocacy and political work played a role
in the passage of the Americans with Disability Act.

He does not shy away from difficult challenges and has
produced many innovative programs for children with mul-
tiple handicaps. 

He has been a commissioner of the Maryland and
Montgomery County Human Relations Commission as
well as the Montgomery County Commission for People

with Disabilities. The first President Bush appointed him
to the President’s Committee for People with Intellectual
Disabilities. He was a Member of the National advisory
Council on Drug Abuse during the Reagan administration. 

He has raised funds for fighting domestic abuse, drug
addiction, teenage pregnancy, and many other social caus-
es. Dozens of organizations in the United States and India
have, therefore, given him distinguished community serv-
ice awards, ranging from the Ram Kamal Sinha Gold
Medal as the best social worker in India in the field of dis-
ability to the Republican Senatorial Medal of Freedom.

When I came to Washington, the Indian-American com-
munity was only beginning to set down roots here. It was
Sambhu who was an indefatigable community organizer
and political activist. He reached out to other communities
like Blacks and Jews.

Given a book written in Marathi for the Passover Seder,
he avoided embarrassing his host and gamely tried to read
it though his native language is Bengali! 

I have seen him at Jewish functions, Keralite functions,
Sikh functions, the Indian embassy and elsewhere but he is
always the same effusive, smiling, positive presence.

Sambhu is a great man, who is even greater than the sum
of his accomplishments. 

He is a friend to the whole world! A
huge number of Indian-Americans,
Indians, and Washingtonians have bene-
fited from their associations with him. 

Sambhu is a guiding light, whose radi-
ance makes our world brighter and illu-
minates the best qualities in others. He
always makes sure, at any function or
party, that the special unique qualities of
each individual are verbalized. 

In his famous home parties, ambassa-
dors and members of the House of
Representatives are welcomed, but
Sambhu always makes sure to talk in
detail to the entire group about the won-
derful personality traits and accomplish-
ments of each and every one of his many
guests.

After hearing Sambhu’s fabulous
description of me, I decided I needed my
own autograph. 

His ability to make people feel good
about themselves has made him the
great psychologist he is. That is why he
has been so proactive and effective in
helping the disabled and the mentally

retarded.
Of course, his friends have all benefited from his gourmet

cooking and the recipes in the cookbooks he wrote. I
remember the time we are both guests on a TV show. I was
to talk about Indian art and Sambhu was preparing Indian
food for the following segment. He once told me that,
according to ancient Indian Vedic thought, all actions stem
from food. Therefore, food should be honored for its ability
to help a person use all his faculties. However, the pungent
aromas were so overwhelming that I could not use my fac-
ulties well. I wanted to stop talking and start eating. 

Sambhu educated me about the infinite cornucopia of fla-
vors in Indian dishes. The papaya paste of his spiced stuffed
chicken tenderizes the meat so it melts in the mouth. His
mustard oil-based chicken curry and his creamy coriander
chicken are fabulous. No wonder he has been so successful in
state and national cooking contests.

My wife Joyce and I have been blessed to have spent so
much time with Sambhu and his muse and wife, Promila.

Kenneth X Robbins, MD, is a psychiatrist and independ-
ent scholar on South Asia. His major areas of interest are
the maharajas and nawabs, as well as minority groups in
India like the African Muslim elite and Jews.

‘He is greater than the sum
of his accomplishments’

Kenneth X Robbins on Sambhu Banik from the vantage point of 40 years of friendship.

Sambhu Banik with Kenneth X Robbins.
COURTESY: SAMBHU BANIK
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Sambhu did outstanding work with the
community long, long, before I even
became active. 

He was a strong voice in the community, par-
ticularly in the Washington area and in the
political arena. 

He was the guy who helped the community in
other aspects, including charity. 

He definitely deserves this award. 
I always take his guidance; he has always been

a mentor to me. 
When I needed help, he was always there. 
He gets along with everybody and is always

available whenever anyone needs help. 
He has been working in this area for so long.

He started at an early stage when it was not in
fashion for people to work for the community in
this way. 

We have very high regard for him because he
has sacrificed a lot to do this work. 

People look up to him. Nobody had done what
he was doing when he started, so everybody in
the community respected him for that. 

Any time, anyone, had any function in the
Washington/Maryland area, anything that hap-
pened in the community, it involved him. 

I have attended so many events in
Washington, and I cannot dream of an event
not involving Sambhu Banik. 

I am proud to have his friendship. He is a
wonderful human being. 

It is long overdue for him to get this award.
It’s absolutely wonderful news to me.

— Swadesh Chatterjee, winner of the India
Abroad Community Leader of the Year Award

2006. 

He has always been very dedicated to provid-
ing services to not only the Indian-American
community, but to the general public. 

When I was president of the Indian American
Forum for Political Education, Dr Banik was
one of the founding members who helped form the idea
that there was a need for the Indian-American community
to move into the mainstream and make connections with
the White House, Capitol Hill, different government agen-
cies. 

He also provided his services as a psychologist outside
the United States to help people in India and other places

who have mental health problems. 
As a professor, he thought it was good to do service for

young people and prepare them to serve others. 
I know him very closely; both he and his wife Promila

are very dedicated to service to the community and
America. 

When the Bhopal disaster occurred, Sambhu was one of

the first people who went to help the victims who
suffered psychological problems due to this terrible
tragedy. He too suffered from health problems
because he was there. 

He is a community worker who went beyond the
call of duty to serve the public. 

He helped me to have effective White House rela-
tionships and Congressional contacts. As a result,
the Indian-American community was recognized in
many ways by the mainstream.  

I have always thought about him for this Award.
He is perfect for it.

I congratulate India Abroad for recognizing
Sambhu Banik for his service. 

— Dr Joy Cherian, winner of the first India
Abroad Award for Lifetime Service to the

Community

Dr Banik has been one of the most active commu-
nity activists and leaders from the Washington, DC
area since the 1970s. 

He started the India Cultural Coordination
Committee. 

He supported community activities through sever-
al organizations including the Indian American
Forum for Political Education (IAFPE), the
National Federation of Indian American
Associations (NFIA) and the Global Organization of
People of Indian Origin (GOPIO).

I have known Dr Banik since 1979 when he
organized a meeting of community leaders in
Washington, DC to discuss the first national con-
vention of Indian Americans to be held in New York
in 1980. 

He is always receptive to new ideas and has pro-
vided leadership not only to bring all community
groups together in the DC area, but also motivated
our community to be involved in the political
process. 

He had made substantial contributions on the
issues of Indian-American families as well on the
mental health issues of our community.

He has been a pillar of the growing Indian community
in the United States and truly deserves this Award.

— Dr Thomas Abraham, winner of the India Abroad
Award for Lifetime Service to the Community, 2011 

Interviews: Chaya Babu

‘People look up to him’
Three well-known community leaders, all winners of

India Abroad Awards for Community Service, salute Sambhu Banik.

Sambhu Banik has been involved in the early days of the Indian-American Forum for
Political Education, the first Indian-American political organization mooted by 
Dr Joy Cherian; the National Federation of Indian American Associations 
put together by Dr Thomas Abraham, and the US-India Friendship Council 
constituted by Swadesh Chatterjee.
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Marshall Melvin Bouton adopted India as his second motherland, shortly after arrival for the first time in 1964. 
He has made more than a hundred trips there. 

O
n a likely warm day in August
2014, a sprightly, tall, 72-year-
old, New York-born American,
most likely dressed in smart
casuals, will disembark at New
Delhi’s Indira Gandhi Internati-

onal Airport with his elegant India-born but
American wife.

Unlike a Pope he may not kiss the tarmac on
arrival, but in the deepest, softest corner of his
heart he certainly would have — so special is his
affection for India. 

August 2014 will mark 50 years since his first
visit to India. He has, he counts, made more
than a hundred trips after that. 

Marshall Melvin Bouton, scholar and diplo-
mat, adopted India as his second motherland,
shortly after arrival for the first time in 1964.  

He landed in India, aged just 22, to work for
the Ford Foundation, on a Quaker American
Friends Service Committee scholarship. After a
brief induction course at Delhi University, and
a three-month intense course of spoken Tamil
at Annamalai University in Madras (now
Chennai), Bouton headed to a little hamlet 10
miles from Tanjore (now Thanjavur) on the
road to Nagapattinam, in the largest rice paddy
growing area in the country, to pitch in with the
Green Revolution and do his bit for global food
security. 

His brief: To help boost agricultural coopera-
tives that introduced farmers to new seed vari-
eties and farming techniques.

His idealistic endeavors were abruptly abort-
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Scholar and diplomat
Marshall Bouton, winner of

the third India Abroad Friend
of India Award,

discusses his 50-year love
affair with India in this

eloquent discussion with
Vaihayasi Pande Daniel.

The Indiawallah
For his enduring
commitment to
the spirit of India
spanning 50
years; for being
an articulate
spokesperson for
a better India-US
relationship and
for being an
extraordinary
cheerleader for
India.
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ed when government of India rules changed and they decid-
ed they did not want an American meddling with Tamil agri-
cultural cooperatives. 

Bouton was forced to hastily rummage around for fresh
altruistic opportunities. The name of Dora Scarlett came up.
This eccentric, but compassionate, British Communist social
activist was running a free clinic in a remote village in the
Kambam Valley, near Kodaikanal, on the then Madras (now
Tamil Nadu state)-Kerala border, taking care of leprosy vic-
tims. 

So Bouton ventured to Scarlett’s mud hut clinic in a sleepy
village. He helped around at the clinic which in addition to
supplying salves and drugs to leprosy victims also provided
medical care, of any variety, to the poor. 

When his paperwork was set right, Bouton returned to
Tanjore, spent the next 15 months dispensing advice on agri-
cultural techniques and developed an abiding bond for
South India (“in my heart I am a Southerner,” he says).

Those adventurous two years in India as a young man
ensured that the country was “in his blood” for good. The trip
was what Bouton terms a “life-transforming experience.”
From then on he had a sense that India would be the focus
for the rest of his life. 

There is something very comfortably Indian about the
man facing you, even if he is a white American, with a
French surname, in a grey suit and sharp tie, sitting in an ele-
gant Michigan Avenue, Chicago, office overlooking sparkling
Lake Michigan. 

Strands of his conversation are sprinkled with Tamil or
Hindi words and he adopts a particular Indian intonation as
he manfully ushers those Indian words with the tricky Indian
Ts (“retroflex Tamil T”) into the conver-
sation. 

“Long story short” is an expression he
leans on often in conversation and then
proceeds to tell you the long story,
especially when he reminisces about
his sojourns in India. Like when a col-
lector in Tamil Nadu summoned the
courage to ask the 22 year old how he
became a Marshall so early on in the
US Army. Or like the time when he was
traveling by train in India and some-
one asked him that though his name
was Bouton (pronounced like the Hi-
malyan kingdom), he did not look like
he came from Bhutan!

After earning a master’s at the
University of Pennsylvania, Bouton
opted to spend another year in Delhi
and later did his University of Chicago
PhD dissertation in Tanjore on the
Naxalite movement and the absence of
an Indian peasant revolt. 

His India-born and schooled wife
Barbara Linn Bouton and he have two

sons — Chris, a computational scientist,
and Alex, a software tester and hip hop
musician. Alex was born in India and
Chris, he confides, was conceived in
India and he tells them that they are
honorary Indians.  

His subsequent work — during two
long stints at the Asia Society, three years
at the US embassy in New Delhi and 12
rich years at the Chicago Council on
Global Affairs — was faithfully devoted,
through a variety of creative and innova-
tive ways, to relentlessly enhancing and
nurturing the India-US relationship. 

Bouton was the scholar who took his
head out of history-sociology-political
science textbooks, stepped out of univer-
sity corridors, to bring his love for anoth-
er country literally alive. 

If he, as an American, could be so fond
of India, he could not see why every
other American could not be, after all
there were so many essential likable sim-
ilarities between the cultures. 

Nor could Bouton possibly ever fathom why the United
States, as a nation, should not have a special relationship
with India and has devoted many hours of his 71 years till
date to undoing the US’ 1960s-1970s ‘Tilt’ away from India,
participating in the little-step-by-little step building efforts
that has brought the US closer to India, from 2000 onwards.

He fondly calls it the Ship of India-US Relations and his
life’s mission, as a committed sailor, probably the first officer
on that vessel, has been to find robust ballast to keep the ship
constantly sailing in delightfully serene waters.  

How did you first get interested in India?
I was a senior at Harvard, doing history and pre-medicine

and was short of a semester on non-Western history. The
only course that fitted into my schedule was a course on
India, then taught by the great Sankritist Daniel Ingalls and
Susanne Rudolph, who was your honoree last year. 

The Rudolphs (India scholars Lloyd and Susanne)  were
still at Harvard. It was their last year at Harvard. So I took
the course. 
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Diplomat and thinker 
Strobe Talbott was awarded the
inaugural India Abroad Friend
of India Award in 2010 for being
a key protagonist in shaping the
relationship the 
US and India now enjoy.

Professor Susanne H Rudolph
and Professor Lloyd I Rudolph
were awarded the India Abroad
Friend of India Award 2011 for
their insightful perspective of
India spanning six decades; for
their deep engagement with
Indian society and history; and
for being steadiest friends of
India.

Marshall Bouton with some of the villagers he was closest to while living in Saliamangalam outside Thanjavur, Tamil Nadu. He had landed in
India, aged just 22, to work for the Ford Foundation, on a Quaker American Friends Service Committee scholarship. His brief: To help boost 
agricultural cooperatives that introduced farmers to new seed varieties and farming techniques. 

The Indiawallah
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About the same time Nehru died. There was an Indian
graduate student living in my house at Harvard by the name
of Ashok Khosla. I got to know him in the dining room and
began to ask him questions about India. 

About that time I decided I didn’t want to go to medical
school. I needed a break. So, I decided on a whim that I was
going to go to India. 

I told my parents and my mother nearly passed away. On
the night before I left for India, in August 1964, she was in
bed weeping inconsolably. I said: “Mom what’s the prob-
lem?”

She said: “When you were a baby I stood in line and
bought you lamb chops to make you strong and now you are
going to go to India and will starve.” 

Thus began my adventure with India.
When did you go back after that first trip to India?
I completely dropped the idea of medical school. What I

really wanted to do was to come back to the United States
and try to make sense of this amazing experience I had had
— a life-transforming experience. 

To console my parents I applied to law school. I never had
any intention of going to law school. I got a scholarship to do
my master’s in South Asia studies at the University of
Pennsylvania. Along the way I met and married my wife.

She grew up in India. She is American. People often ask if
we met in India when they hear about our lives. We say no —
we met in a course on Indian civilization at the University of
Pennsylvania. 

Her grandparents and parents were medical missionaries.
Her grandfather (Hugh Harrison Linn) came to India in
1904 and wound up setting up a pharmaceutical industry to
manufacture and supply at cost very basic medicines —
aspirin, eucalyptus ointment — stuff like that to hospitals all
over the country.

He started his practice as a physician in 1904 and was liv-
ing in a rural area. (When he discovered the desperate need for
pre-dosed medicines in India) he wrote to a friend who was
then working for the Upjohn company (a Kalamazoo,
Michigan-based company, now part of Pfizer) to send (him)
cast off tablet-making machines. He started making tablets
for his own practice. 

Then all the doctors around said we want some of those
too. So, he got another two or three tablet-making machines.
He was making tablets all the time. He set up a little indus-
try. Started out near Vikarabad in Andhra (west of
Hyderabad) and eventually he moved the (All India
Missions Tablet) industry to a little town called Bangarpet (it
was originally Boweringpet) 5 miles from the Kolar gold
fields. 

My wife’s father took over the industry and ran it. He got a
PhD in pharmacy in Purdue University and he moved back
to India. He grew up in India, of course, and went to the
Kodaikanal School (the 102-year-old Kodaikanal
International School) as did my wife. My wife was in India
until she came to college (in the US).

Why did you return to India?

I decided I wanted to go back to India to do my disserta-
tion research in Tanjore on the impact of the Green
Revolution on agrarian politics in India, using Tanjore as the
case study. 

My wife gave up her job (in Chicago; Bouton was doing his
PhD and teaching at the University of Chicago under Lloyd
and Susanne Rudolph). We gave up our apartment and
moved to North Carolina to spend a couple of weeks with my
mother before we went to India. Then the Bangladesh crisis
began.

The Nixon Administration was tilting to Pakistan in its
infinite stupidity. Mrs (then Indian prime minister Indira)
Gandhi decided, amongst other things, that there would be
no more visas issued to Americans coming to India to do
research.

So, we were stuck in North Carolina. I worked as a carpen-
ter’s helper on a construction crew that was building a
Holiday Inn along an interstate highway. 

As the crisis developed and American policy became such
a big factor, Ralph Nicholas, an anthropologist specializing
in Bengal, then at the University of Chicago, decided to
organize graduate students around the United States, who
were working on India, to go talk in any forum they could
find on why US policy was mistaken and how we should be
supporting the liberation of Bangladesh, India, and not
Pakistan and its very ruthless suppression of the Mukti

Bahini liberation movement (in then East Pakistan). 
So, I was giving speeches in South Carolina, Georgia,

Mississippi, Alabama and North Carolina. The folks in Delhi
(must have) got wind of this, decided I must be a good guy
after all and they gave me a visa. 

So, we went. Barbara’s parents were still there — we spent
time with them (in Bangarpet) and then we went to Tanjore.
We rented a little house in Yagappa Nagar, a new suburb of
Tanjore town. I started my research. It went on for 15
months. 

Why were you studying the Naxalite movement out of
Tanjore?

I became very interested in agrarian politics in India. By
that time there was a lot of talk about – the expression was
‘The Green Revolution is turning Red’ – (how) these tech-
nologies were making some farmers poorer and some farm-
ers richer and was creating a new divide in the Indian coun-
tryside which the Communists were exploiting.

The real Naxalite movement was in West Bengal, Andhra
(Pradesh) and a little bit of Madhya Pradesh. I was using
Tanjore as a test case because of the violence that occurred
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December 1971: An elderly refugee is pushed aside by Indian troops advancing into East Pakistan, later Bangladesh, during the war. 
According to Marshall Bouton, during this time ‘the Nixon administration was tilting to Pakistan in its infinite stupidity.’
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there (the Kilvenmani massacre when 42 striking Dalit agri-
cultural laborers influenced by the Communist Party of
India were burnt alive in 1968). 

The CPI had a base going way back to the 1930s in this par-
ticular area of Thanjavur district. So, that was one of the
questions in the study. Why did the Communists have a sup-
port base there even after the rise of the DMK (Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam, a Tamil Nadu-based political party)?
What was going on here? 

It was really the larger scholarly question I was trying to
answer. Why did India never have a peasant revolution?
China had a peasant revolution. Vietnam had a peasant rev-
olution. Algeria had a peasant revolution. Even Indonesia in
some respects had a peasant revolution although it was a lit-
tle more complicated because of the way the Dutch colonized
Indonesia. 

India was the great glaring exception to the rule that part
and parcel of the Independence movement process at some
point was an uprising among the peasantry.

How did you get to be Ambassador Robert F Goheen’s spe-
cial assistant?

I was on the job market in 1975, but the bottom had fallen
out of the academic job market. I was approached by a man
named Robert Goheen (who later became the ambassador to
India). 

In (October) 1974 (Henry) Kissinger paid his first visit to
India after The Tilt. The origins of this sub-commission of
education and culture, that I came to work for (under
Goheen), is called Kissinger’s Penance. 

Kissinger went to Delhi, and as unaccustomed as he was to
doing such a thing, he accepted Mrs Gandhi’s proposal that
there be a joint commission (between the US and India) in
very Soviet style! 

The joint commission consisted of the Indian minister of
external affairs and the secretary of state. Underneath that
joint commission were to be sub-commissions, one on the
economy, one on science and technology, one on commerce
and one on education and culture….  

The State Department approached the Asia Society, New
York, and asked if it would house the secretariat for this to-
be formed Indo-US sub-commission of education and cul-
ture. 

The State Department invited (Vengurla, Maharashtra-
born) Robert Goheen (son of Presbyterian missionaries to
India and a president of Princeton) to head this. This was
1975. 

Goheen was the US co-chair and the Indian co-chair was G
Parthasarthy, who was sort of cut from the (virulently anti-
American Congress party leader V K) Krishna Menon cloth. 

We had one meeting of the sub-commission every year,
alternately in the US and India. We created a committee on
museums, a committee on universities, a this and a that, we
started organizing exhibitions back and forth and we organ-
ized fellowship programs to send American scholars, who
were not India scholars, to India. 

Then (Jimmy) Carter got elected and he turned around

and asked Bob Goheen to be the ambassador. Goheen asked
me to become his special assistant. That was 1977. 

So, we moved to Delhi and I worked as Bob’s special assis-
tant for three years.

I arrived in Delhi just before Indira Gandhi went to the
slammer. Morarji Desai was prime minister. The Janata
(Party) government was struggling. 

What was it like living in India?
I had developed a passion for the place. A passion born of

experience. A passion born of enquiry. 
I found India to be an enormously attractive, intriguing

and frustrating place… 
In every way — intellectually or otherwise — I was drawn

to it. There was a lot of political change going on. The econ-
omy was stuck in low gear. Early on, I became one of those
people who argued for what later became the reforms and
liberalization. 

When I first went to India, that was the time when India
was — as it is today, but in a much more complicated way —
the counter balance to China. 

Do you take a traditional society and modernize it under an
autocratic system or a democratic system? 

Which works better? 
What’s the fate of Asia, which is what it comes down to?
The under-girding of the rock bed of my involvement with

India is about two things — it is about the people and it is
about the enormity of what India means to human civiliza-

tion. 
(It is about having) a civilization, which is complex,

diverse, old, really modern eventually, in every important
respect and to do so without violence and in a way that pre-
serves the unique character and contributions of that civi-
lization. 

So, those are the conceptual and human connections I have
had with India, through all this thick and thin of my differ-
ent involvements. 

How did you sustain your relationship with India over the
years?

There has never been a year when I haven’t been there at
least a couple of times. 

There were many years I was there six or seven times. 
I have sort of roughly counted that I have been there prob-

ably a hundred times, apart from my periods of residence. 
During the 1980s, because my job with the Asia Society

was not just India — my second stint at the Asia Society
began in 1981 — I spent a lot of time traveling all over the
rest of Asia and taking that aboard…

I became vice president at the (Asia Society) and then exec-
utive vice president in 1991. My duties were broader. I had a
little more discretion about how I could use my time. The
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Marshall Bouton, left, with then Indian prime minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee at the Asia Society in 1999. Much before Vajpayee became prime
minister, Bouton had told his friends in the State Department that the Indian politician would conduct a nuclear test if he came to power. They
didn’t believe him.
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combination of the collapse of the Berlin Wall and
the beginning of the reforms in 1991 (in India,
made me decide) I was going to mount a big project
on South Asia after the Cold War.

It went on for two years and involved putting a
big task force led by (later US Trade
Representative) Carla Hills and (Ambassador)
Arthur Hartman and had many, many, facets to it. 

That was my first deep dive back into India and
South Asia after I joined the Society in 1981. 

Then over the rest of the decade, as the reforms
went forward two steps, sideways two steps, back-
wards one step, but began to (really) take hold, we
at the Society began to do a lot more. 

That became more than a sideline of my role at
the Asia Society.

And what did that achieve?
I became very centrally involved in the evolution

of the (India-US) relationship.
Frank Wisner went to Delhi as ambassador from

1994 to 1997. Frank and I met before he went and
agreed to be partners in crime, in trying to bring
some new life to the relationship. 

I became a kind of US conspirator and he became
the Delhi conspirator and as co-conspirators we
were doing lots of things together. 

The Society began to do our corporate confer-
ences in India — the first was maybe 1994-1995 in
Delhi.

We became the platform for Indian leaders to
come and talk — political leaders, business leaders,
others.

I had gotten to know Atal Bihari Vajpayee in 1978
when he was foreign minister in the Janata govern-
ment. He and my boss Bob Goheen liked each
other. He was a very likeable man. A thoughtful
man. They used have tea together, and I would be
there in Roosevelt House, at Atalji’s bungalow, at
the office, wherever, just to talk. 

Once he stepped down as foreign minister that
didn’t go on, but they were in touch. After he was no
longer in office he used to come to the embassy and
visit. 

Bob Goheen was a very principled man, but a very
apolitical man. He wasn’t hung up on political
brands or identities or labels. 

What interested him was what he perceived to be
the quality of the person. That is what attracted him
to Vajpayee. 

When I was going back (and forth) to India in the
early 1980s, the Congress was back in power. 

Vajpayee was the only BJP (Bharatiya Janata
Party) Member of Parliament. This was 1980, 1982.
When I used to go to Delhi I would call on him and have
these very interesting conversations. 

I would say something and there would be a 40-second
silence. Brilliant (man). Not as fluent (in English). Oh yeah,
(his Hindi speeches were) stem winders. He spoke pretty
good English, it was not difficult to carry on a conversation
with him. 

When John Whitehead became chairman of the Asia

Society in 1988, I took him to Asia for the first time.
Whitehead had come from Washington, where he had been
deputy secretary of state, former head of Goldman Sachs. 

I took him to see Vajpayee. We were at one of these strange
meetings where there were long silences. After we left, John
said to me, “Why did we see that guy?”

I said: “Mark my words, someday this man will be prime
minister of India.” Many years later I reminded John of that. 

As the BJP started getting nearer to power in the
mid 1990s I would go see Vajpayee. Two months
before the 1998 elections I was in Delhi and
Jaswant Singh (the senior BJP leader) took me to
see Vajpayee. 

I said if the BJP wins the election and you form a
government, will you conduct a nuclear test. And
he said: “Yes.”

That’s the way he spoke. I thought I know this
man a little bit. I know how he speaks. He means
yes. So, I came back and talked to my friends in the
State Department. (I said:) “I just talked to him. He
said yes.” They didn’t believe me!

Why didn’t they believe you?
Lack of imagination. I dunno. Because (India

would not conduct the tests) was the conventional
wisdom. 

So, when India did conduct the test the relation-
ship went into the tank. But we — Frank and I ;
Frank was by then back in New York — knew that
President Clinton really wanted to go to India. 

Was the Clinton Administration the best for the
India-US relationship?

Bill Clinton deserves a great deal of credit. 
The (nuclear) tests were in May 1998. Even bef-

ore that he was planning to go to India in the sec-
ond term. Hillary went (during his) first term (in
1995).

Then the tests happened. US law and prevailing
public opinion put the kibosh on any idea of a
Presidential visit to India. All the sanctions were
applied. 

But we knew — Frank had served as Bill’s ambas-
sador to India — that the President was interested
in India, intellectually.

Why was he interested in India?
He was interested in India, as a country, as a

place, as an emerging nation, as an emerging econ-
omy. 

Remember by now, this is the late 1990s and the
reforms are beginning to take hold. The reforms
started in 1991. Bill Clinton came to office in 1993,
less than two years later. 

So, Clinton’s was an instinctive interest?
A combination of an instinctive interest and a

sort of geo-political interest. 
Frank and I put together a project, with a small

group of people, largely in New York, to figure out
a strategy by which the Administration could
address, in the required fashion, the fallout from
the tests and at the same time open the possibility
of rethinking the relationship, including a
Presidential visit. 

Of course, it wasn’t long after that that Strobe
(Talbott, then deputy secretary of state and the win-
ner of the India Abroad inaugural Friend of India
Award) and Jaswant began to have their talks. 

So we weren’t the only ones who were thinking along these
lines. But we were the main group outside of the govern-
ment. We prepared a paper for the Administration. We gave
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President George W Bush in New Delhi in 2006. Though no big fan of Bush, Bouton, for many
reasons, gives him huge credit on India. 

JASON REED/REUTERS

President Bill Clinton with daughter Chelsea in Rajasthan during his visit to India in March
2000. Marshall Bouton gives Clinton a lot of credit — for the persistence of his intent and for
finding a way to go after India conducted nuclear tests.
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it to (Clinton) sometime in 1999 and laid out a series of
steps that would possibly reopen the door to a
Presidential visit. 

We argued in favor of a Presidential visit. We thought
it would be a good thing for the relationship. After all,
there hadn’t been a Presidential visit since Nixon and
Carter. 

The President went in March 2000. 
Bill Clinton deserves a lot of credit — not only for the

persistence of his intent and, being the very politically
creative guy he is, for finding a way to go. 

But then the visit itself! 
I didn’t go, but I was in India shortly before the visit,

and shortly after the visit, and I cannot remember in my
lifetime — not that I have been close to a lot of
Presidential visits — a single visit by a President to
another country that has had as electric an effect on the
attitudes in that country, about the United States, and on
the relationship, that Bill Clinton’s visit did. 

I remember (members of) the Lok Sabha climbing over
tables to get to him! Mind you this is 2000 when Bill was
through the Monica (Lewinsky) thing. 

He changed the way Indians looked at America…
Yes, overnight.
And George W Bush?
George Bush, in a very different way, also deserves a lot

of credit. 
I am no big fan of George Bush and George Bush’s

Administration for a lot of reasons, but I give him huge
credit on India. 

Underlying or behind or impelling or motivating the
civil nuclear agreement was this more fundamental
proposition (by the Bush Administration). 

The proposition was that India is an emerging power
and that it is high time that the United States began to
deal with India as responsible emerging power — not as
a client or as an unruly child — and began to take steps to
set that relationship on a new and better ground and
(that), among other things, meant putting the whole
nuclear thing behind us. 

My three years in the embassy in Delhi were consumed
with the United States government’s concerns over
nuclear issues, particularly over the fueling of Tarapur (the
nuclear plant outside Mumbai). 

We built that reactor in Tarapur. It was US fuel. The fuel
was running out. The reprocessing rods were all stuck in the
ponds. They couldn’t get rid of them because they couldn’t
send the fuel back to the US. 

It was a mess. 
The United States was attempting to use this as a lever to

get India to submit to full scope inspections/safeguards.  Of
course, India was not willing to do that. 

So, Bush broke through all of that and, of course, the non-
proliferation community hated it, and opposed it. 

He didn’t flinch and I think he was right. 
Does that mean that all of a sudden (between) India and

the United States — remember the old expression during the
1950s Hindi-Chini bhai bhai — that there was going to be
Hindi-Yunkee (Yankee, Bouton cutely uses an Indian pro-
nunciation) bhai bhai?

That was a naïve, at best, expectation.

In the 10 years since Bill Clinton went to India, the United
States-India relationship was transformed more fully, than
any other relationship other than the US-China relationship
between 1971-1972 and 1981-1982. 

And that’s saying something.
So I think they both get credit.
What does it take to be a specialist on India? What special

skills does it require?
I do not know that it requires special skills. 
It requires a sense of connection. 
This is true for anybody who specializes — whether in

scholarship or in other walks of life — in a particular coun-
try, or particular region. 

At some point in your life, your career, you form a connec-
tion to the place and it is usually a multi-stranded connec-
tion, part intellectual, part personal, part emotional. It is
part a values issue. 

I was socialized early in my first two or three experiences in

India and formed that connection in a very important
and lasting fashion for me. 

To follow a country — I want to hasten to add here I am
a follower; it is India that is doing things, I am the fol-
lower. You need to kind of go through the ups and
downs; you can’t be a fair-weather friend. 

I think with India you need to have an openness about
it. Because the place, the society, the culture, the way it
operates, they are all so complex and varied and deep
that you have to be constantly open. 

People sometimes ask me — people who don’t know
India — they say, ‘Well, you must know so much about
India.’ I say: “Look, I feel I don’t know much more than I
did when I first landed 49 years ago.”

Often when you think you know India, is it a mirage?
Yes.
You know India in a way that I don’t know India. 
Is there always a moment in your relationship with

India when you realize you do not know India still?
All the time.
What you develop over time is more…
Expect the unexpected?
That too. But you also develop a set of instincts about

— and I use the word advisedly — I think they are more
instincts than intellectual frameworks. 

Maybe it is a little of both for how you interpret things. 
I have certain convictions about the place. And those

are abiding. Those are developed over five decades
involvement with India. Those are kind of bed rock con-
victions I have about the place that are huge oversimpli-
fications of the reality of India, but for me they are pan
holds on how I think about it. 

I would say I never feel like — how can you? — I know
India. That’s a ridiculous statement.  

In my 10 years here (at the Chicago Council of Global
Affairs, where he has been president) I have had even less
time to be there and follow it. 

I have got a whole library of books in our home in
Massachusetts, which is going to be our principal resi-
dence when we leave here. Those are just the books I
haven’t read in the last 12 years (on India) that I have
been studiously collecting so that I can start reading
again. 

What has been your greatest contribution to a vibrant
US-India relationship?

Let me change the question, (what has been) my par-
ticipation in the relationship, rather than my contribution to
it. 

Number one, I am part of a generation of Americans whose
life experience included early in our lives this involvement
with India. 

There has been nothing like it starting with the Peace
Corps. Of course, Mrs Gandhi got rid of the Peace Corps
(from India).

There were lots of us who went on to make the study of
India a professional pursuit. So, that created a cohort of
Americans, of my age and younger, who became involved
with India early on in their lives and throughout their lives
followed it and participated in it in some way and sought to
contribute to it in a variety of ways. 
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President Barack Obama, right, with Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
in New Delhi in November 2010. 
Marshall Bouton believes ‘You can’t have a big idea every four years.’ 
The principal task of the Obama term, he says, was to consolidate the 
India-US relationship that had been so transformed between 1998 and 2008.
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Secondly, I was able to — in a very marginal fashion —
contribute to trying to start the rebuilding of the relation-
ship after the trauma of Bangladesh and the estrange-
ment that set in after that, which was partly the result of
the mistakes made in US policy, partly the result of the
way those were manipulated politically on the Indian
side. 

That caused the two sides to pull away from each other,
including very much on the private sector. There had
been a fair amount of private sector involvement, includ-
ing business involvement in India in the 1950s and 1960s. 

By the mid-1970s, and certainly by the late 1970s, that
was gone because (of) the political reactions to the
Bangladesh crisis, Mrs. Gandhi’s suspicions, her anti-
American rhetoric. Not that that did not happen before.
LBJ (President Lyndon Baines Johnson) would stop
PL480 food  shipments to India every time Mrs Gandhi
criticized the Vietnam War. 

So the two sides really moved apart from each other,
including in the private sector. Young scholars like me
couldn’t get in. The scholarship began to be interrupted.
The study of India became a less attractive field to many
by the mid-1970s. Then in the course of all that (India)
threw IBM and Coke out. 

They were the sort of iconic American companies — one
on the consumer side, one on the capital goods side. The
for-profit private sector dimension of the relationship vir-
tually disappeared. Very few businesses stayed in India
through that time. So, I guess with the sub-commission
we were starting the re-building.

My mantra, my metaphor, about this relationship has
been that the India-US relationship is like a ship — a sail-
ing ship. 

It has been a ship without ballast, without the ballast of
private sector involvement between the two societies,
business involvement, universities, museums, non-gov-
ernmental organizations, people-to-people exchange, you
name it. 

Very little of that, for two societies so similar in their values. 
Every time the political storms blew up over some issue

between the two governments, this little ship would get
blown up onto the rocks, because it had no ballast. 

After three or four years the ship would be pulled off the
rocks and limp back out to sea until the next storm came
along to blow it back up on the rocks again. 

So, there needed to be private sector ballast put in the ship
of India-US relations. That is what I think began to happen
all over again in the 1990s. 

The reforms made it possible for American companies to
go back. 

The animus following Bangladesh and all the other politi-
cal alienations of the 1970s began to dim. After the (nuclear)
tests all the think tanks in Washington suddenly discovered
India; organizations like the Asia Society never forgot it. 

Between 1992 and today we now see a substantial private
sector relationship that continues even when the govern-
ments aren’t too happy with each other.

One of my worries now is what is happening economically

in India, and policy-wise as well. 
If we lose the American business in India in any substan-

tial measure we will be going backwards. 
I feel the same way about the need to have a framework for

American universities and other organizations to be in India
in a way that serves India’s interests, but also supports the
relationship over time.

So, your role has been sort of to keep track of these threads?
Helping to weave the threads. 
Of private sector connections between the two societies in

my role in the sub-commission on culture, in my role at the
Ford Foundation, in my role at the embassy, in my role at the
Asia Society. 

I feel those are profoundly important. I spent most of my
career working with private sector institutions that seek to
inform and engage Americans in understanding about other
parts of the world. 

Because the nature of our society is that if private citizens
or private institutions aren’t somehow engaged in the rela-
tionship, the governments can come and go in the way they
like, but you are never really going to have a sustainable rela-
tionship. 

That’s even more true of India, because of the char-
acter of Indian society.

How is the India-US relationship progressing now? 
What has been President Obama’s contribution?

Does he understand the nuances of the relationship? 
The principal task in the first Obama term was to consoli-

date because the India-US relationship had been so trans-
formed between 1998 and 2008, between Clinton and Bush
and on the Indian side with the Vajpayee-BJP government
and Manmohan Singh and the UPA (United Progressive
Alliance) government. 

Even governments — especially governments — have to
stop and take a breath. 

There was a lot of concern, right after the President came
to office, that he was not paying enough attention to India,
that there was lack of appropriate priority being given to
India. I was never concerned about that. 

Everybody said: What is the big idea the Obama
Administration is bringing to the US-India relationship? 

If every time was a time for a big idea, there wouldn’t be
such a thing as a big idea. 

A big idea defines a time and then it is passed. 
So, the big idea from that period — from 1998 to 2008 —

Marshall Bouton with his wife Barbara and children outside her childhood home in Bangarpet, Karnataka.
COURTESY: MARSHALL BOUTON
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was just the idea that these two democracies could
actually be un-estranged, and that’s what Bill Clinton
started. 

He demonstrated that the two societies could come
to a point of mutual respect and potential affection. 

And then the Bush Administration brought the sec-
ond big idea — which was to normalize the nuclear
relationship and in so doing, to put the overall political
relationship on a better path for the future. 

You can’t have a big idea every four years. So, I think
the consolidation was right. 

I think in its second term the (Obama) Admin-
istration does need to pay some closer attention to the
relationship. 

I am concerned that with everything else on the
President’s plate, domestically as well as international-
ly — the Middle East is once again in turmoil — I am
worried about it getting appropriate attention. 

So, there is not enough stoking of the fire at this
point?

The fire is burning, but it is unattended. It is not
being stoked. 

And there is a new Secretary of State.
Secretary (John F) Kerry is going to India this mo-

nth. 
I don’t necessarily take it that John Kerry will neglect

India compared to Hillary Clinton. 
Clearly, Hillary Clinton has a connection with India

going back to the early 1990s, an affection for the place
and is held in high regard there. 

During her time as secretary she spent a lot of time in
India and deepened those relationships.

I am not yet ready to judge how the Kerry term will
compare to that. I think the larger and more important
question is: Will the Obama Administration have the
ability to focus on the relationship? 

Especially, given the two elections, first the one here, and
then the one in India, have basically taken two years out of
the realm of possible attention. Then we will be closing in on
the 2016 election.

Why do we no longer see India experts like yourself, who got
to know the country better than we do? 

Why do they not make your kinds of India experts any
more?

I was privileged to be part of a generation of people who
had that opportunity, because of the Peace Corps and similar
programs and because of, frankly, the US government pres-
ence — the number of Fulbrights, the number of exchange
scholars, the number of AFS (American Field Service) stu-
dents who were going to India at the time. 

Those opportunities have diminished for a variety of rea-
sons. 

I would say going back to our conversation about the pri-
vate sector ballast and the ship of India-US relations, that is
still missing – the real people to people (relationships), par-
ticularly young (people). 

Young Indians come here to go to school and they know
America. They know America through lots of ways. One way
or another, they have gotten here as young people. 

That is very much not as common among young Ameri-
cans. Programs like the one I participated in or high school

exchange programs like the American Field Service, which I
went on to go to France in 1959, (don’t exist for India). 

For instance, if there were more universities that had stay
abroad exchange programs (by which) you could study in
India for a year, either they have campuses, or they have joint
ventures with Indian universities and students can go and
study there, the way they do in Europe. 

I know lots of young Americans who have studied in China
for a year or half a year. It’s embedded in them. (They are)
injected with an interest in China that will last their lifetime. 

They don’t send students to India. Very hard to place stu-
dents in India for a year of school. There needs to be more of
that.

My experience is that when young Americans go to India,
four out of five of them get it in their blood for the rest of
their lives. 

What are your plans after your retire from the Chicago
Council of Global Affairs? Is India part of that picture?

Will India be a very central part of the next chapter of my
professional and personal life? 

Yes, for sure. 
I am going to have other professional involvements, but the

one that is going to be my principal vehicle for re-engage-
ment with India will be my role as the Senior Fellow at the
Center for Advanced Study of India at the University of

Pennsylvania. 
I was chairman of that advisory board for nine years. 
CASI is an absolutely unique institution in the United

States. It is the only university-based research program
on contemporary Indian politics, society, economy,

international relations anywhere in the United States.
I hope to find other ways to be involved with India — to go

back and forth. 
My real dream and hope is that, over the next several years,

my wife and I will be able to live in India for three months a
year every year. 

August 14, 2014 will be the 50th anniversary of my first
arrival in India. I plan to be on the tarmac in Delhi in August
2014!

What has India added to your life?
(Sighs exaggeratedly) Do you want to start the interview all

over again?!
An enormous richness, a passion, I am sure you can dis-

cern. 
I have a passion for the place. Ultimately, our lives — if we

don’t have some passions in our lives — are pretty dry stuff.
India has given me a source of endless intellectual engage-

ment, but I really want to underscore this: The personal rela-
tionships, the friendships I have developed in India over 50
years have been far and away the greatest reward I have had. 

To me, that has been the most constant and stimulating
and enjoyable and fulfilling aspect of my relationship for five
decades. 

I count that very, very, high among the great pleasures
of my life. 
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Marshall Bouton at the Chicago Council on Global Affairs. He made his expertise available when American policy makers began
to reassess the relationship with India.
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I
t is only fitting that Marshall Bouton
be recognized for India Abroad’s
Friend of India award coming as it
does almost 50 years since he first

went to India. 
As a pre-med student at Harvard,

Marshall was intent on going onto medical
school. However, he was fed up with going
to school and by chance happened to take
a course on South Asian civilization in his
last semester at Harvard taught by Daniel
Ingalls, the great Sanskritist at Harvard,
and Susanne Rudolph, one of the most
incisive political scientists on India. As he
recounts, he just fell into the idea of going
to India on a program run by the American
Friends Service Committee.

Marshall was born and brought up in
New York City and wound up spending
two years (1964-1966) in rural Thanjavur,
living in a village of 1,000 people, 200
miles south of what is now Chennai and
totally fell in love with it. Thanjavur is not
only the rice bowl of South India but
because of its long history of natural irrigat-
ed paddy cultivation, it was one of the rich-
est rural regions in all of the South and gave rise to a rich
cultural heritage, including magnificent temples, bronzes,
paintings, and literature. It is the Dravidian heartland.

When Marshall first went to India, back-to-back droughts
had created food shortages and his mother thought he was
going to starve to death. Instead the transformative experi-
ence changed his life, leading to two long-term career inter-
ests: Asia in general and India in particular; and agriculture
and food security issues, interests he has sustained since.

After returning from India, Marshall went on to do a
Master’s in South Asian Studies at the University of
Pennsylvania, studying under political scientist Francine
Frankel, who — a quarter century later — would establish
the Center for the Advanced Study of India, the first
research center in the United States with a focus on con-
temporary India, and whose international advisory board
Marshall would go on to Chair with singular distinction.

Marshall earned a PhD at the University of Chicago,
studying with Lloyd and Susanne Rudolph who deservedly
were conferred the Friends of India Award last year by India
Abroad. 

Marshall’s dissertation became the foundation of his land-
mark book Agrarian Radicalism in South India, published
by Princeton University Press. 

The book, based on careful fieldwork in Thanjavur district
in Tamil Nadu, examined agrarian radicalism, an issue of
considerable importance at the time amidst fears that the

Green Revolution might turn red. 
The book challenged the prevailing fashion of locating

agrarian radicalism in external factors such as global capi-
talism and imperialism and demonstrated that local factors,
and in particular variations in agro-ecological zones, were
more important in shaping differences in political choices.

Subsequently Marshall served as executive secretary for
the Indo-US Subcommission on Education and Culture;
special assistant to the US ambassador to India; director for
policy analysis for Near East, Africa and South Asia in the
Department of Defense; and executive vice president and
chief operating officer of the Asia Society, where he edit-
ed/co-edited several editions of India Briefing (published by
Westview Press/ME Sharpe), in the 1980s when interest in
India was low.

Marshall Bouton arrived in Chicago in August 2001 to
take the helm of the city’s premier international affairs
organization. On his watch, the Chicago Council on Foreign
Relations changed its name to the Chicago Council on
Global Affairs reflecting Marshall’s international outlook. 

As Marshall remarked in an interview with the magazine
Chicago: ‘Now in the globalizing world, what does the word
foreign mean? Foreign is often used as a pejorative, “so for-
eign to us”…. We’re a nation of immigrants; we’re a nation of
foreigners. We just felt that the name was anachronistic in
the 21st century. And the second reason is that… our agenda
ought to embrace a wider spectrum… beyond the typical for-

eign policy, foreign relations topics; beyond
national security and diplomacy. We ought to be
looking at things like immigration and migra-
tion, like food security, like women’s rights.’

Marshall’s vision transformed the organiza-
tion, and it grew five-fold under his leadership.
During this period he continued his passion to
raise Americans awareness about the world,
through an ongoing teaching commitment at
Northwestern University, periodic surveys on
the American public’s views on foreign policy
and co-authoring The Foreign Policy Discon-
nect: What Americans Want from Our Leaders
but Don’t Get, which was awarded the American
Political Science Association Gladys M Kam-
merer Book Award in 2007.

And critically (and happily for this author), in
2004 Marshall agreed to take over the chairma-
nship of the International Advisory Board of the
CASI, at the University of Pennsylvania. He suc-
ceeded his mentor, Robert Goheen, former
President at Princeton University, who had
served as ambassador to India. 

Over the next eight years, Marshall invested a
remarkable amount of time, energy and commit-
ment in CASI before stepping down in

September 2012 (Chip Kaye and Sanjiv Sobti have subse-
quently taken over the co-chairmanship of CASI) on the
occasion of the Center for the Advanced Study of India’s
20th Anniversary.

Marshall’s leadership has most decidedly helped make
CASI the vibrant center of research it is today. During his
tenure as chair of CASI’s International Advisory Board,
CASI became an eminent national resource on Indian poli-
tics, society and economy. 

Marshall will continue to be a Senior Fellow at CASI work-
ing on issues that he has been passionate about: sustainable
agriculture and food security; strengthening Indian institu-
tions; and closer US-India relations.

Over the past half century few Americans (indeed few
Indians) have developed the combination of deep historical
knowledge while keeping abreast of the rapid changes in
contemporary India that Marshall has. 

His empathy for India combined with a clarity and depth
of understanding of its multiple challenges, has made him
an exceptional friend of India. But perhaps even more it is
his warmth and giving nature, his sheer decency and wise
counsel that make him a rare human being — and why the
Friend of India honor is so richly deserved. 

Devesh Kapur is the Madan Lal Sobti Associate Professor
for the Study of Contemporary India, and Director, Center
for Advanced Study of India, University of Pennsylvania.

An exceptional friend of India
Few Americans — indeed few Indians — have developed the combination of deep historical knowledge while 

keeping abreast of the rapid changes in contemporary India that Marshall Bouton has, says Devesh Kapur.

Marshall Bouton at a small dam in Saliamangalam, Tamil Nadu, in 1995. He helped build the dam.
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W
e have known Marshall Bouton as a stu-
dent, colleague and most especially as a
cherished friend for 50 years. This means
that we are involved with Marshall’s con-
nection to India. 

The connection started in late1963 when Marshall was a
senior at Harvard; his major was American history. He was
told by his advisor, the future renowned historian,
Gordon Wood, that he could not graduate unless he
took another semester on non-Western history. 

The only course that fit his schedule was one given
by Daniel Ingalls, Harvard’s Sanskrit scholar, and
Susanne Rudolph, then a young lecturer in History.
As Marshall tells it, taking the Indian civilization
course was the beginning of ‘getting hooked on
India’.

A few months after graduating with honors he
signed up with the Quakers to go to India as a volun-
teer. He arrived for the first time in August 1964. He
was put through orientation at Delhi University and
language training in Tamil at Annamalai University
before spending a year-and-half in Saliamangalam, a
village in Thanjavur district in Tamil Nadu. 

The experience transformed his life goals. He gave
up the idea of going to medical school. Instead, he
went to the University of Pennsylvania for South Asi-
an Studies. After his MA, he decided to pursue a PhD
in Political Science at the University of Chicago
where we had recently joined the department. He
postponed taking up his studies to spend a year with the leg-
endary Douglas Ensminger the Ford Foundation’s
Representative in New Delhi as a “development associate.” 

While at the University of Pennsylvania, he met Barbara in
Royall Weiller’s Indian Civilization class. His ‘pick up’ line
according to Barbara was ‘I hear you have lived in India.’ 

Indeed she had. 
Her father was born in 1915 in Vikarabad in the

princely state of Hyderabad, then moved as a boy
with his family to Bangarapet, a village in Mysore,
where Barbara’s paternal grandparents are buried. 

Barbara’s mother came to India when she was 14
years old. Before marrying her father, her home was
in Bengaluru in the princely state of Mysore. After
finishing his Ph D in the US at Purdue University,
her father with his wife and six-month-old Barbara
returned to the family village of Bangarapet.
Bangarapet remained the family home until
Barbara’s father and mother retired in 1980.
Barbara’s father, an aunt, three sisters and Barbara
went to the Kodaikanal School. 

In 1972, Marshall returned to Thanjavur district to
do two year’s of field work under a National Science
Foundation Dissertation Research Fellowship. A
revised version of his dissertation was published by

A cherished friend of India
Marshall Bouton has had three distinguished careers related to India, one as
a scholar; one in the public sphere; and one in government. He brings to his

scholarship and work imagination, enthusiasm and intellect, 
Lloyd I Rudolph and Susanne Hoeber Rudolph point out.

Iam delighted that my friend and col-
league Marshall Bouton has been select-
ed to receive the Friend of India Award

from India Abroad. 
A dedicated ‘India-wallah’ for more than

50 years, Marshall is not only an incisive
scholar of India’s political scene, but a gen-
uine India lover. 

I had the pleasure of working with
Marshall for more than a decade at the Asia
Society, and had the opportunity to be with
him in a variety of circumstances. 

To see Marshall in action, in a small village
in Tamil Nadu relishing Rasam and speaking
fluent Tamil, or discussing the impact of civil
nuclear energy deal on the US-India rela-
tions with the India national security advisor,
was to experience the profound knowledge
and love he holds for the country. 

More than a friend, Marshall is like a fam-
ily member who is able to see the strengths of
the country, but also does not shy away from

pointing out the barriers that keep India
from achieving its full potential. 

It is not a surprise that his advice is sought
by the United States policymakers and
Indian leaders alike.

Marshall caught the India bug early in his
career, leading him to pursue his doctorate in
political science with a focus on south India,
and marrying Barbara, a daughter of US
missionaries, who was deeply connected to
India. 

As he continued to reach new heights in his
career, at the Asia Society and later at the
Chicago Council on Global Affairs, he never

lost his focus on India, but now with a broad-
er global perspective. 

Marshall has often been ahead of other
scholars in thinking about India in this
enhanced context. 

He organized one of the first conferences
on the Indian-American experience and
sought to partner with other Indian organi-
zations, including India Abroad, to empower
the nascent Indian-American presence in
the country. 

Similarly, Marshall saw the importance of
the IT sector in projecting the new image of
India on the global stage early on. 

Thus, Marshall was one of the first
American leaders to host N R Narayana
Murthy as he developed Infosys as a global
company.

As Marshall Bouton prepares to retire
from his important position as the president
of Chicago Council on Global Affairs where
he oversaw the rapid expansion of the insti-
tution and its reach, one can expect a
renewed focus on India from this great
member of the Indian global family. 

I know Indian and Indian Americans are
fortunate to have people like Marshall
Bouton who contribute so significantly to the
global understanding of India with deep love
and knowledge. 

Dr Vishakha N Desai is Special Advisor for
Global Affairs to the President, and Professor
of Practice at Columbia University. 

She served as President of Asia Society
from 2004 through 2012.

Marshall Bouton is like a family member who can spot
the strengths and flaws of India, notes Vishakha Desai.

Marshall and Barbara Bouton at a friend’s home in Tamil Nadu. 
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I have a career-long interest in Asia
and India, in particular’, said
Marshall Bouton, as he was preparing
to leave the presidency of the Chicago
Council on Global Affairs recently. 

His early interest in India had brought him
to New Delhi in the late 70s as the special
assistant to Ambassador Robert Goheen. 

As the special assistant, the gate keeper
and shuffler of papers to the then foreign sec-
retary of India, Ambassador Jagat Mehta, it
was my pleasure to work with Marshall
Bouton and his peers in the various diplo-
matic missions.

Marshall was the most striking of them all
and I recall the many times I met Marshall to
discuss important issues. I noticed how
thoughtful, sensitive and efficient he was as a
diplomat. 

More than anything else, what moved him
was his interest in and involvement with
India. One issue we worked together was
making arrangements for supply of red sand-
stone from Rajasthan for the Asia Society
building in New York.

After those early beginnings, I watched
Marshall growing into an authority on India
and indeed on world affairs. 

During my various assignments to New
York and Washington, I had several opportu-
nities to interact with him on a wide variety
of issues. Many descriptions will fit him, but
the most appropriate will be ‘Friend of India,’
the way India Abroad describes him to honor
him for his contribution to India-US friend-
ship. 

From an old sherpa to another, I congratu-
late him and wish him success in his future
endeavors. 

T P Sreenivasan is a former Indian ambas-
sador.

have known Marshall Bouton forever and ever. He has
been the same for several decades except for the thinning
on top!

No one in America knows India as well as Marshall
does. 

From his early days of living in the country, he has sustained
his connection, built friendships and relationships which are
long-term and enduring. 

He has the benefit of connecting with Indians from diverse
backgrounds, and he synthesizes the views and feedback and
comes through with his own perceptions and views, analysis and
comments.

Underlying all of this is Marshall’s commitment to India. Be it
at the Asia Society or at the Chicago Council for Global Affairs as
President, he has been constant in his support for, and friendship
towards, India. 

He is, in fact, India’s unofficial ambassador to the USA and,
indeed, to the world. 

India could not have a better spokesperson, an articulate and
sincere advocate, a cheerleader extraordinary who is constantly
seeking out India’s positives and putting aside India’s many chal-
lenges as overcome-able than him.

In the history and evolution of India-US relations from the
Cold War to now, Marshall has seen it all. The distance and dis-
trust between the two countries to start with, which lasted over
50 years.

And, then, the warming of relations with President Clinton’s
visit in March 2000, Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s quick
return visit the same year, the leadership provided by President
Bush and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh.

From a very limited trade and investment relationship, India
and the US, today, have charted, together, new avenues of part-
nership. Investment has become a two-way street with Indian

companies increasing their presence, investment and employ-
ment in the USA.

Higher education cooperation is the new potential with over
100,000 Indians students at US universities plus the increasing
presence of US institutions in India.

The civil-nuclear agreement, which has been a huge turning
point for bilateral ties and the advancement of one nuclear proj-
ect led by a US company.

The defense links, starting from a big zero to $10 billion of pur-
chase of defense equipment by India from the US with, at least,
another $5 billion in the pipeline.

The whole area of energy — from oil, gas, power, renewables,
battery technology, etc — is leading to partnerships where none
existed.

And, in so many other areas like health care, space, manufac-
turing, services, to mention only a few.

Marshall’s lifetime contribution spans all of this. 
He has not only seen it all, he has played a key role in making

all of this happen. 
His continued involvement is important because the potential

is limitless and far from being realized. 
He will surely have a hand in pushing new ideas into the sys-

tem, especially one which he cherishes: A deeper bilateral
engagement in agriculture.

In saluting Marshall for his incredible role, spanning several
decades, it is clear that a few individuals, working in, and lead-
ing, key institutions, with commitment and vision, can make a
huge difference between nations. 

Marshall Bouton leads this band of believers. 

Tarun Das is an active crusader for the promotion of Indian
industry. He headed the Confederation of Indian Industry for
over three decades.

From
one old

sherpa to
another

Many descriptions will fit
Marshall Bouton, but the

most appropriate would be
‘Friend of India’, says

T P Sreenivasan.

India could not
have a better

spokesperson,
an articulate
and sincere

advocate, and an
extraordinary

cheerleader than
Marshall Bouton,
notes Tarun Das.

No one in America knows India
as well as Marshall does

‘
The Boutons in
India. Bouton has
the benefit of 
connecting with
Indians from
diverse 
backgrounds, and
he synthesizes
the views and
feedback and
comes through
with his own per-
ceptions and
views, analysis
and comments.
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I
was pleased to learn that India Abroad is honoring
Marshall Bouton for his long-standing commitment to
India and to the understanding of its great civilization,
and current realities in this country. 

Bouton’s involvement with India goes back decades. He
lived in India as a young man and he learned Tamil. In the
years which followed, he has lost no occasion to deepen his
understanding of India and spread awareness of it to schol-
ars, businessmen, the media and the United States govern-
ment.

Bouton and I began our collaboration in 1997, shortly after
my return from India, where I served as Ambassador. At the
time, he was a senior officer in the Asia Society, an institution
devoted to building bridges between the nations of Asia and
the United States.

Thanks in large part to Bouton’s influence, the Asia Society
gave particular priority to India. Under his guidance the Asia
Society lost no occasion to explain India’s foreign policy per-
spectives to Washington. 

The voice of the Asia Society was particularly important at
the time since relations between the US and India were occa-
sionally fraught. Bouton made his expertise available when
American policy makers began to reassess the relationship. 

He played an important role in an early study sponsored by
the Council on Foreign Relation. Shortly thereafter, he put
the authority of the Asia Society behind a second study of the
US role in South Asia, and he led the participants in the study
to the region where he organized high-level exchanges in
Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. 

Bouton made a particular contribution to the policy debate
when he pointed out how badly the US-India relationship
needed fresh perspectives and broader support, worthy of
our growing interests in each other and the challenges the
two nations faced in the wake of the Cold War. He argued for
‘ballast’ so that the ship of the relationship would not be
blown off course when the inevitable crises in foreign affairs

broke out. 
In other words, Bouton made the point that the relation-

ship with India need to be broadened, deepened, and built on
more than a Washington policy, which highlighted non-pro-
liferation. He saw the vital importance of business and
investment in the relationship. He also made certain that a

cultural dimension to US-India ties was added to the pro-
gramming he promoted at the Asia Society.

In recent years, Bouton has continued his involvement in
building and expanding the Indian-American relationship as
president of the Chicago Council on Global Affairs. He has
been an active member in other exchanges with India,
notably those organized in the aegis of the Aspen Institute. 

Over the years, Bouton has emerged as one of this country’s
leading experts on India and South Asia and a key point of
reference in the design of American policies. He is regularly
consulted by businesses contemplating investments in India;
he, as well, is a strong voice in the American academic com-
munity. 

In the latter regard, he has played a particularly important
role with the University of Pennsylvania in sponsoring the
study of modern Indian politics and economics. 

At the same time, Bouton has become a key contact for
Indian political leaders, senior officials, businessmen, media
and scholars with interests in the US.

India and the US are fortunate to have a strong, articulate
and wise player in Bouton. His devotion to the understand-
ing of India in this country, and thoughtful advice to Indian
friends, and his commitment to the relationship make him
nearly unique. 

He serves all of us well. 

Frank G Wisner has served as Ambassador to Zambia,
Egypt, the Philippines, and India. He also served as Under
Secretary of Defense for Policy and as Under Secretary of
State for International Security Affairs. He is currently
International Affairs Advisor, Patton Boggs, LLP.

‘He pointed out how the US-India
relationship needed broader support’

Marshall Bouton has lost no occasion to deepen his understanding of India
and spread awareness of it, says Ambassador Frank Wisner.

From right, Marshall Bouton with Indian President Pranab Mukherjee,
Indian Ambassador to the US Nirupama Rao, USIBC President Ron
Somers and a delegate. Bouton made the point that the relationship
with India need to be broadened, deepened, and built on more than a
Washington policy, which highlighted non-proliferation. 

Princeton University Press in 1985 as
Agrarian Radicalism in South India, a path
breaking study that combined quantitative
and behavioral analysis with cultural and
historical interpretation.

Marshall has had three distinguished
careers related to India, one as a scholar
where his publications on domestic and for-
eign policy are varied and extensive; one in
the public sphere at the Asia Society (1981-
1990) and the Chicago Council and Global
Affairs (2001- 2013); and one in government
where he served as special assistant to US
Ambassador to India (and former president

of Princeton) Robert Goheen (1977-1980),
and director for policy analysis for Near
East, Africa and South Asia in the
Department of Defense (1980 -1981). 

Marshall brings to his scholarship and
work imagination, enthusiasm and intellect.
He sparked the highly influential India
Briefing Series. His Foreign Policy
Disconnect: What Americans Want from
Our Leaders but Don’t Get (co-authored with
Benjamin Page) won the American Political
Science Association’s Gladys M Krammerer
Book Award. 

At the Asia Society he added to its out-
standing cultural programs a distinguished
and influential public affairs program and
expanded its focus from East Asia to South
Asia. His tenure at Chicago Council in Glo-
bal Affairs produced quantum leaps in influ-
ence on national policy discourse, programs,
outreach, staff size and budget.

Marshall heads a distinguished cadre of
University of Chicago PhDs in political sci-
ence with careers in Indian-related public
service — Walter Andersen, director, South
Asia Program, School of Advanced

International Studies, Johns Hopkins
University; Ashley Tellis, senior associate,
Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace; and Barnett Rubin, director of stud-
ies and senior fellow, Center on
International Cooperation, New York
University. 

It is fitting and proper that India Abroad
should recognize Marshall Bouton’s distin-
guished career in public service and his out-
standing contributions to America’s und-
erstanding of India by honoring him with its
Friend of India Award. 

Professors Lloyd I Rudolph and Susanne
Hoeber Rudolph were awarded the India
Abroad Friend of India Award last year.

A cherished friend of IndiaPAGE M134
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I
t is a privilege to join the many voices that are con-
gratulating Marshall Bouton for being selected to
receive the prestigious India Abroad Friend of India
Award.

India Abroad, a highly respected newspaper, provides an
outstanding focus on Indian news and business issues that
are of keen interest to the Indian Diaspora and to those of
us paying close attention to India. It has
earned a stellar reputation for its credi-
bility and outstanding research. The
Economist has rightly called India
Abroad ‘a publication of unusually high
quality.’  

The selection of Dr Marshall M
Bouton for the award also demonstrates
India Abroad’s superb judgment, for
few individuals have contributed more
to deepen and broaden the understand-
ing of India, its policies, its successes,
and its challenges.

Bouton has had a remarkable impact
on business leaders, scholars, and policy
makers. Over the years he has brought
to a variety of his endeavors — teaching,
writing, government service, and policy
discourse — his keen intellect and clari-
ty of thought over a broad range of crit-
ical issues, including those concerning
India.  

In June, after a dozen years of out-
standing work, he stepped down as
president of the Chicago Council on
Global Affairs, a leading non-partisan
organization committed to influencing
discourse on global policy. 

Lester Crown, chairman, board,
Chicago Council, issued a statement
saying: ‘Marshall’s vision, energy and execution have taken
the organization to new heights of impact and relevance in
Chicago and well beyond. Under his direction, the Council
has not only greatly strengthened its historic role as
Chicago’s forum for the discussion of world affairs, it has
also become a widely respected contributor of information
and insight to the national and international discourse on
the great issues of our time.’

One cannot discuss important international issues with-
out considering India, the world’s largest democracy. It
affects and is affected by all of the tough global challenges
we face today, including economic growth, poverty eradica-
tion, open trade, national security, climate change, food
and energy security, health, and much more.  

During Marshall’s tenure, the agenda of the Council
expanded to cover a range of programs which discussed
India and South Asia in context of the important issues we

face in today’s increasingly globalized world.  
Marshall has accumulated enormous experience from the

variety of positions he has held over the years. He came to
the Chicago Council from the Asia Society where he served
as executive vice president and chief operating officer. Over
his 20 years of association with the Asia Society, he earned
a superb reputation as one of the most knowledgeable
scholars on India.

Prior to his years at the Asia Society he served in govern-
ment as a director, policy analysis for Near East, Africa, and
South Asia in the Department of Defense. He also served as
special assistant to the US Ambassador to India, which
gave him an in-country view of the key issues confronting
our two nations. 

Earlier he served as executive secretary for Indo-US Sub-
Commission on Education and Culture, an organization
formed in the 1970s by the US State Department to

advance the bilateral relationship.  
At every post he has expanded

thinking and understanding about
India and South Asia through his trav-
els, writings, and teaching. I partici-
pated in a trip organized by The Asia
Society in the early 1990s and led by
Marshall to assess South Asia after the
Cold War. His knowledge of India,
Pakistan and Sri Lanka and of leaders
in those nations made the trip invalu-
able. 

Marshall has a knack for spotting an
issue before it becomes a headline and
stimulating people around him to
achieve a better understanding of it.
You can see that in his writings. He
has served as the editor of a number of
editions of India Briefing, which those
of us interested in India regard as
required reading.  

His book Agrarian Radicalism in
South Asia reflects his deep knowl-
edge and outstanding research. His
book Foreign Policy Disconnect: What
Americans Want from our Leaders but
Don’t Get was awarded the American
Political Science Gladys M Kemmerer

book award.
When he announced that he was leaving the Chicago

Council on Global Affairs, he stated that he was ‘going to
put together a package of activities’ and that he wanted ‘to
do different things.’

I and all of my colleagues, which includes Ambassador
Thomas R Pickering who served as US Ambassador to
India, are so very pleased that one of the things that
Marshall will be doing in the future is working with us to
provide advice to business leaders doing business in India
and Southeast Asia.  

In short, Marshall will continue to share his wisdom and
experience in very constructive ways. 

Carla A Hills is Chair & Chief Executive Officer, Hills &
Company, International Consultants and former US Trade
Representative (1989 to 1993).
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Few have contributed more to deepen the
understanding of India

Marshall Bouton has had a remarkable impact on business leaders,
scholars, and policy makers. 

He has brought his keen intellect and clarity of thought over a range of
critical issues, including those concerning India, points out Carla A Hills.

Marshall Bouton, sitting front row center, with a Chicago Council on Global Affairs group in Agra in 2007.
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Nithin Tumma began his foray into research in the eighth grade.

H
ow long does it take a 17 year
old to to find one possible way
to fight breast cancer, and to
explain clearly how HIV gains
a grip as it prepares to breach
the citadel of an immune cell? 

In Nithin Tumma’s case, the answer would be
eight weeks.

The first little job earned Nithin the first prize
in the Intel Science Talent Search Contest 2012,
which had the added perk of bringing along

with it a check of $100,000.
Of course, Nithin was no academic ingenue

when he walked into mentor Berhane Gheb-
rehiwet’s Stonybrook University laboratory in
New York.

In fact, Nithin began his foray into research in
the eighth grade, working first at a microbiolo-
gy lab at the local Port Huron hospital where
his mother Kavita worked.

“I became interested in higher level research,”
said Nithin who contacted professors in many

universities and was admitted to do research
work in oncology at the University of Michigan
between his ninth and tenth grade, though he
finally did most of his research at Wayne State
University, where he first worked on breast can-
cer research.
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For being a
teenage science
sensation; for his
breakthrough in
breast cancer
research; and for
the hope he 
holds for future
innovations. 
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EDITORS

Master Discovery
P Rajendran discovers the wondrous world of Nithin Tumma, winner of the Intel Science

Talent Search Contest and the India Abroad Special Award for Achievement 2012.
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The few years of research were not always easy.
“This is a 2-, 3-year effort. Almost every day some thing

goes wrong,” Nithin said, adding that it is only when col-
lecting all the successful experiments for a science fair that
he realized he had made much progress.

“It doesn’t seem like you’ve done a lot. Half of the West-
ern blots (a method to detect specific proteins) were not
right,” he said. 

And yet, he still had some results — indomitable sur-
vivors that withstood the storm of empirical testing.

Though he had school to attend, principal Charles Mos-
sett and counselor Janet Smith eased restrictions and let
Nithin take online classes to make it easy for him to head
out to the lab, which was more than an hour’s drive away. 

His parents provided a driver to pick him up, so that the
sleep-deprived youngster could catch up on a few of the 40
necessary winks.

Nithin said his parents were able to intelligently discuss
topics as long as they were framed correctly.

“They’re obviously not academics; they’re physicians.
Some … molecular features they didn’t know much about.
They must have learned these things 20-30 years ago, and,
obviously, … much has changed.”

But when Nithin was writing his papers they were able to
read the primary source material, give suggestions and cri-
tique what he was saying.

“So (they were) not only talking about the project, but
making it happen,” he said.

Nithin came into his own when he became a James
Simon Fellow at the laboratory of Berhane Ghebrehiwet, an
immunologist who, along with his wife, had isolated
gC1qR, a protein that proved to be a gift that kept on giv-
ing.

Nithin had approached the Ghebrehiwets himself, after
researching their work on the Internet. 

Coming in on a Simons Summer Resea-
rch Fellowship, he had already read all of
Ghebrehiwet’s papers on the topic.

“Everyone in the lab was very kind. That’s
always the case with high school students,”
he said, pointing out that almost all of them
had eight years of lab experience.

Then he made a mistake that, in some
other place, may have snuffed his hopes rig-
ht there. 

Probably because he did not wash his
hands with a pipette, Nithin contaminated a
lot of samples.

“Most people would not go back and give
people the same access after that,” he said. 

Ghebrehiwet had a chat with him, during
which Nithin apologized profusely. Luckily,
Ghebrehiwet was more into nurturing than
censuring.

‘Everyone makes mistakes, but don’t be
discouraged,’ he told Nithin.

“Ghebrehiwet was awesome. He allowed
me to do whatever he wanted, even let me
work late (alone),” Nithin said, adding, “He
trusted me probably more than I deserved.”

In time, the duo developed a strong work-
ing relationship.

“He would take a few hours to talk to
me. It was important for him that I
understand the details,” Nithin said.

Fortunately, their experiments were
successful.

“But, regardless of whether it worked
or not, he was focused on making sure I
understood the theory, not just the tech-
niques,” Nithin said. And that is imp-
ortant to the Harvard freshman, who is
now trying to use his never-flagging love
for computer science to fuel research –
through a start-up.

In school, he had worked awhile on a
robotics team. He is now working with
friends accepted to a program in Cali-
fornia – Summer@Highland, a venture
capital firm for student founders based
in the Bay Area. 

The team has already been given
$80,000 to get the firm off the ground.

Vijay Balse, Aadith
Moorthy and Anamika
Veeramani stunned us
with their unique talents
and razor sharp minds.
They were the recipients
of the inaugural India
Abroad Special Award for
Achievement in 2011. 

Major Kamaljeet Singh
Kalsi and Captain
Pratima Dharm, for being
role models and patriots
who make us proud; and
Sukanya Roy for inspiring
the next generation won
the India Abroad Special
Award for Achievement
2012.
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Given Nithin’s tight schedule, he reserves his reading time for books related to research, but has less stringent standards when it comes to
entertainment. He enjoys House and Scrubs on television and listens to almost all popular music — rock, hip-hop and R&B. But not country. 

Nithin’s school eased attendance restrictions and let him take online
classes to make it easy for him to head out to a lab
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It is building a platform for little activities or games
in which people playing games actually do menial
research tasks while scoring points.

One of these involve getting people to find out how
much they know about their friends. 

No matter who wins, the game, which requires
social media to log in, could provide details of what
people want.

“The purpose is not to be fun, but to get a lot of
work done through games,” said Nithin, who plans to
major in computer science. 

For now, he has a bunch of projects going, includ-
ing Butucu with fellow freshman Neel Patel, which
the Web site describes as a ‘platform for brick-and-
mortar stores to connect with their in-store cus-
tomers.’

And yet, Nithin maintains his interest in biology.
While he had no plans to follow his parents into

traditional medicine, Nithin hopes to finally work in
biotech “or to understand how to use computers to
solve big problems in medicine.”

Given Nithin’s tight schedule, he rese-
rves his reading time for books related to
research. At the lighter end of the spec-
trum — though never wandering into
the realm of fiction — are DNA, the
Secret of Life, by James Watson, the co-
discoverer of the DNA, A Brief History
of Time by John Gribbin, and popular
science works by Harvard-based physi-
cist Lisa Randall.

Nithin has less stringent standards
when it comes to entertainment.

“I watch a lot of dumb stuff like House
and Scrubs,” he said, adding that the
portrayal is not quite (medically) accu-
rate.” He listens to almost all popular
music — rock, hip-hop and R&B. But
not country. Not that.

The extended family, particularly
those on Nithin’s mother’s side, meet up
often.

Nithin talks about everything he does
with Pranav Santapuram, his cousin, a
pre-med student at Vanderbilt Univers-
ity who is a year older. He also wags a
communal jaw with uncle Raj Mahan-
kala and maternal aunt Madhavi Santa-
puram.

But with research, start-ups, and sch-
oolwork at hand, he may not have as
much time for all that for a while. 
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Things can get done fast and
dirty in the real world, where
only results matter. 

Things are a little different in the
scientific arena, and so when things
got messy Nithin Tumma was lucky
enough to be working with Berhane
Ghebrehiwet, his immunologist me-
ntor at the State University of New
York-Stonybrook.

Of course, Ghebrehiwet was  imp-
ressed by Nithin right at the outset. 

For when Nithin first walked in as
a fellow of the Simons Summer Res-
earch Program, he had already read

all of Ghebrehiwet’s papers and, but
for actual work experience, seemed
theoretically all ready for the fellow-
ship of six weeks.

Ghebrehiwet was impressed by Ni-
thin’s intelligence and dedication,
noting particularly, “He stayed one-
and-a-half weeks beyond the call of
duty.”

He was so impressed that he sug-
gested that some time down the line,
he could introduce Nithin to Nobel
Prize-winning geneticist Hargobind
Khurana.

“He almost fell from his chair,” rec-

alls Ghebrehiwet. 
Khurana died a few months later,

so the meeting could not be organ-
ized.

Ghebrehiwet is an easygoing men-
tor, and offered Nithin two choices:
‘Design an experiment or choose a
project you are interested in.’ 

Nithin said he would take on what-
ever was given to him.

Ghebrehiwet and his wife Ellinor
Peerschke, currently at Memorial
Sloan Kettering in New York, had di-
scovered an interesting protein while
they were on sabbatical.

“It led us into many adventur-
ous fields of biology,” he said
later.

Ghebrehiwet gave Nithin two
projects to do based on the pro-
tein’s properties.

The first involved the gene for
the protein that appeared to
become highly active in breast
cancer tumor cells — even
though the gene kept company
with tumor-suppressing genes,
all on the short arm 17th of a
human’s 23 pairs of chromo-
somes (they are numbered acc-
ording to length, from the lon-
gest to the shortest). 

When active, the gene pro-
duced a protein, the pithily na-
med gC1qR. 

Ghebrehiwet asked Nithin
what would happen if he could
cut down the protein by making
them attractive — and so ripe
bait — to immune cells. 

If the protein aided and abet-
ted the growth of tumor cells,
reducing the protein available

‘I will not be surprised
if 20 years from now he

wins the Nobel’
Mentor Berhane Ghebrehiwet tells P Rajendran

why Nithin Tumma impressed him from the beginning.
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Nithin Tumma, second from left, came into his own as a James Simon Fellow at the laboratory of Berhane Ghebrehiwet, an
immunologist who, along with his wife, isolated gC1qR, a protein that proved to be a gift that kept on giving.
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should inhibit the growth of the tumor, too — at
least, in theory.

Outside that lab, a lot of claims could be made,
but putting up testable evidence for it quite anoth-
er thing.

To Ghebrehiwet’s pleasure, Nithin got answers
confirming the theory, so that any scientist could
describe the results with that top adjective for
trustworthiness: ‘reproducible.’

The next labor of Nithin involved gC1qR’s role in
HIV infection. 

A protein on the HIV’s surface, gp41, tends to
bind to gC1qR on special white blood cells and sets
off a cascade of events that makes those very white
blood cells targets for immune attack. 

Nithin’s task was deceptively simple: Find exact-
ly where gp41 attaches itself on gC1qR.

“Nithin is a brilliant computational biologist,”
Ghebrehiwet said. “Using computational wizardry,
he ventured to find out where the interaction betw-
een gC1QR and HIV occurs.” (For those particular-
ly interested, gp41 plugs itself to amino acids 171-
180).

In retrospect, Nithin’s success may all sound
good, but there were a few hairy moments for him
two weeks in when he made his big mistake, con-
taminating a great many cells.

There are mentors out there who toss erring jun-
iors out on their ear, but Ghebrehiwet was a little
more mature. 

In fact, later, Ghebrehiwet appeared to have real
difficulty recalling the incident, until, details pro-
vided, it all came back to him.

“That’s how people learn,” Ghebrehiwet said,
charitably. “We all make mistakes.... I told him to
clean it up.” He argued that such mistakes are not
deliberate, but a result of a lack of knowledge.

“Growing cells in the lab, if you are not experi-
enced it’s cumbersome. We have to teach them and
correct the process. People like Nithin are so bright,
we can tell them without admonishing them... and
they blossom. There are mentors who scream at
them. I’m not one of them. I kill people with kind-
ness,” he said. “All we need is to give them a push.”

Still, Ghebrehiwet had a word of caution for
Nithin when he was leaving.

‘Remain very humble,’ Ghebrehiwet recalled
himself as telling Nithin. ‘I know — everyone
knows — you are brilliant. Let everybody talk
about you; don’t talk about yourself.... Remain
focused in your work.’

Still, Ghebrehiwet himself takes some pride in his
charge. “I will not be surprised,” he says, “if 20 years
from now (Nithin) wins the Nobel Prize.” 
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Nithin Tumma has just
become an adult, but he has
changed how his extended

family sees itself, particularly leav-
ing an enduring impact on his
cousins, his maternal aunt
Madhavi Santapuram feels.

“He has changed the dynamics of
everything,” says Madhavi, who was
the first relative to see Nithin after
he was born, and who he loved and
even feared a little for a long time.

As a child, he once asked his elder
cousin — Madhavi’s son — and
close friend, ‘Pranav, do you really
love her? Because she is so strict.’
Madhavi walked in just then and
the boys kept looking at her, not
knowing quite what to say.

Nithin used to spend so much of
his summers at their home that he
was not sure where his immediate
family ended and the Santapuram
family began.

“He thought for a long time that Po-
oja (Madhavi’s daughter) was his sis-
ter. And he kept asking his parents
(why she lived away),” Madhavi reme-
mbers.

According to family friend Sapna
Reddy, “He is talkative. He is driven,
but he is not abrasive. There is a fine
line. We would go to his house during
Christmas (where he would) speak of
his work. He would (go and) come
back from his computer from time to
time. That phase — it was amazing to
see how much he multi-tasked.”

Reddy, who went to the same med-
ical school as his mother Kavita and
who works in Toledo, Ohio, describes
Nithin as very inquisitive and someone
wanted to always stand apart. 

“My boys are also bright, but Nithin
is clearly above the benchmark,” she
says, describing how her son Arjun
once pointed out that he was surprised
to see an investment almanac in
Nithin’s collection of books.

The boy was not just into science and
research, she says.

“He would not want most predictable

things. He always wanted to pick and
come up with a different outlook,” she
says, pointing out that while most mid-
dle school children usually follow what
the teacher said, “Nithin wanted to
take it a step ahead.”

Nithin was not really into the details
says Madhavi Pammidi, another friend
of his mother. “But what is different is
that this kid thinks out of the box: Why
not change the temp? Why not put it
somewhere else?’”

According to Pammidi, “Thousands
of kids are followers. A kid like this
would be wasted on mundane things.
He must do innovative things.”

Sapna Reddy described how Nithin
drove himself, taking AP biology in
middle school, over his mother’s stren-
uous objections. 

His father Dr Suresh Tumma did not
mind because Nithin seemed eager and
so helped him when the boy floun-
dered a bit.

Teacher Julianne McCalmon, of the
Fort Gratiot Middle School, described
how Nithin had set up and developed a
science club at his old school.

“He was so influential with so many

kids,” she says, describing him as thor-
ough, asking open-ended questions,
while still being very respectful.

“Many students worked around him
so that they could learn from him,” she
said, adding that the children would
wait for Nithin in her room, looking
out of the window for him to drive up.

Nithin would tell them stories about
something that happened to him and
discuss their project with every stu-
dent.

“He’s the driver of the club. I just sat
back,” Julianne said, describing how, at
the science fair held at the end of the
year, children crowded to have pictures
taken with him.

Besides academics, Nithin found
time for competitive sports too.

Julianne described how Nithin, when
he realized he could not get to the trials
for the tennis team on time, asked the
coach if he could hold his — Nithin’s —
trial a little later.

Because of his sterling credentials,
the coach agreed. Nithin was good
enough to qualify.

“He was a quite an asset to the team,”
Julianne says. 

‘I will not be surprised
if 20 years from now he

wins the Nobel’

‘Nithin is clearly above
the benchmark’
Family and friends tell P Rajendran what

makes Nithin Tumma so special.

Nithin Tumma, standing back row center, with the science club that he set up at the Fort Gratiot
Middle School. His teacher Julianne McCalmon still remembers how influential he was.
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N
ithin Tumma may not have
been able to discuss research
with his parents, but it was
they who taught him the bene-
fits of education, exploration,

critical thinking, and the relief provided by
reasonable self-doubt.

Suresh and Kavita Tumma, both physi-
cians, were alumni of the Osmania Medical
College in Andhra Pradesh, but did not
know each other before their families
arranged their marriage. 

After marriage, Kavita came to the US
first, in 1990, and Suresh two years later.

They both did internal medicine in Detroit
where Nithin was born. They moved to Port
Huron in 1999.

His mother Kavita saw some early signs of
Nithin’s precocity when, at four, while visit-
ing her cousin Bharati Reddy in India, the
boy took a fancy for a bottle of Coke in the
house.

Shy of directly demanding it, he asked for
something to drink. Asked what, he replied
that he wanted a liquid. 

Intrigued by the response, the adults inquired
further, to learn that he had a definite and abiding
thirst for a liquid, though of a dark color. 

It was early, but Kavita could see her son knew
how to get his way.

For Nithin there was no shortage of intellectual
stimuli: Trips to a variety of museums, to places
like Hawaii, and further afield, to Switzerland,
France, England, Mexico, and, of course, India.

Nithin’s maternal grandfather, Sughanatha
Reddy, a plant pathologist in India, may have
done his bit to stoke his grandson’s interest in science, show-
ing him the planets through a telescope.

Back home in Port Huron, Nithin announced that he wan-
ted to make a telescope for his third grade project at the
Keewahdin Elementary School.

Kavita suggested they start reading up. She had her own
trouble understanding the concepts of reflection and refrac-
tion and they took the matter to a local optometrist.

Nithin did not win a prize, but he had learned how to learn
— an art that escapes many older than him, many ostensibly
wiser than him.

For the next project, Kavita put her foot down.
‘I am only going to help you in typing,’ she told him, asking

him to do the research. She did buy him all the material
required, though.

He never won a prize in the third, fourth or fifth grades.
Nithin was doing well academically, doing his advance

placement biology in his sixth grade. He was already influ-
enced by DNA: The Secret of Life, by James Watson, the co-
discoverer of that molecule. 

He later met Watson at an Indian physicians’ meeting in
New York. That, Nithin said, influenced him to get into
genetics.

That same year, he put together a project about environ-
ment and global warming from scratch. But it was no go. And
his luck did not change the next year, either.

Nithin began getting more intense by the eighth grade, and
went on, powered by a doughty and perhaps bitter cussed-

ness.
“He would never copy from anyone. It was all himself,”

recalls Kavita. 
Still, Nithin was beginning to learn that in the real world

form often and convincingly triumphed over substance.
‘This is not right. Everyone is copying off from Google,’ he

would tell Kavita.
And she would sagely respond, ‘The most important thing

in life is doing it by yourself.’
Perhaps a little mollifed, Nithin started work on a microbi-

ology project at the Port Huron hospital, where she worked,
trying to find if bacteria became resistant to soap after
repeated exposure to disinfectants.

Luck joined talent and perseverance and he won the first
prize. So the next year, he worked on a more complex mic-
robiology project, that saw him go for an international sci-
ence fair in Reno, Nevada.

According to Kavita, “That is when he changed as a person.”
He saw children working in a lab there and came back to

tell his parents of that novel vision.
‘We live in such a small town; we need to work in a lab,’ he

told them, before getting down to send e-
mail to doctors and professionals in
Detroit and Ann Arbor.

He was admitted to one program, but
two weeks in he was told that he was too
young to stay on.

In the 11th grade, he went to Raymond
Novak, then at Wayne State University’s
(Detroit) pharmacology department, his
mentor for six months, and reportedly
told him, ‘I have read all your papers. Can
I do my own project?’

According to Kavita, in the 10th and
11th and 12th grades, Nithin went to sch-
ool at 7 am. 

When his projects began, the family got
a driver to take the under-aged researcher
to Detroit. That was when he caught up
on some sleep.

Along with academics and research, he
made time to organize a science club in
middle school, and to participate in varsi-
ty tennis and a quiz bowl.

‘Oh my god, when is he going to sleep?’
Kavita remembered asking herself.

“Nithin was exceptionally talented in terms of
intellect. Way ahead of other students. Some frie-
nds would say, ‘Nithin is going to become presi-
dent of the US’,” says Suresh, describing how the
boy would demand books on Visual Basic and
C++ even in the fifth grade and go through it even
if he did not understand everything.

“He used to buy so many books and read only 10
pages,” Kavita said, adding that as parents, they
had the responsibility to provide Nithin with
opportunities. 

“We have not only exposed him, but given him all the info
he needs,” she says.

With his younger brother Neehal, Nithin would play bas-
ketball, ping pong and watch games together.

“When younger, Neehal would run down to the basement
to help on the global warming project,” recalls Suresh.

While Nithin had many friends, Kavita says he was not
dependent on them.

“He quickly can turn himself (away). If he finds himself too
busy, he won’t meet friends for a month,” she says, adding
that Nithin would never waste time on the phone. And he
never texts.

‘Texting is addictive. If I do that, I can never do what I’m
doing,’ she remembered him telling her.

While proud, the family have more modest expectations of
Nithin.

“I want him to lead a life that makes a difference,” says
Suresh.

“The first generation is always absorbed in our struggles.
The focus is on training, fellowship. It is so insecure. It’s a
new place, you don’t have anything,” says Suresh, pointing
out how different things can be for the second generation.

With Nithin’s intellect, he can make a difference, his father
believes.

“Not just someone who becomes just successful in a mone-
tary way,” stresses Suresh, “but someone who makes a real
difference. He is probably on that road. It is difficult to say
(what will happen) but so far he is.” 

Kavita and Suresh Tumma share
their experiences of raising
a winner with P Rajendran.

‘Want him to lead
a life that makes

a difference’

A family celebration of Nithin Tumma’s achievements. With Nithin’s intellect, he can make a difference, his
father believes.
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Deepika Kurup explains her work to President Barack Obama. She won the 2012 Discovery Education and 3M’s Young
Scientist Challenge for her novel cost-effective water purification system.

U
nlike most adults, many child-
ren who wrestle with intra-
nsigent problems often lack
the maturity, the necessary

depressive realism, to know some things
just cannot be done. 

Which is perhaps why, after seeing
children drinking dirty water during her
vacation in India, Deepika Kurup, then
14, decided to try and “find a solution for
the global water crisis.” 

Oddly enough, she did and, for her
pains, the girl from Nashua, New Ham-
pshire, won the 2012 Discovery Edu-
cation and 3M’s Young Scientist Chal-
lenge, thus earning the title of America’s
Top Young Scientist, $25,000 and a trip
to Costa Rica.

In the following months she not only
met President Barack Obama in New
Hampshire, but also showcased her
work at the White House Science Fair. 

Now, for those who didn’t know it, the
water problem bedevils intra-planetary
discussions, worries the world’s impor-
tant decision makers, and makes mili-
tary strategists mull dark thoughts as
they plan future water wars.
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Science, with a healthy
mix of martial arts, music
and hugs from her little

sister, keep America’s 
Top Young Scientist

2012 going. 
P Rajendran explores

the fascinating mind of
Deepika Kurup, 

winner of the 
India Abroad Special

Award for Achievement
2012.

COURTESY: THE KURUPS

For being
America’s top
young scientist;
for her
innovative
solution for
purifying water;
for pursuing an
idea that can
save millions
of lives across
the world.
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“I learned that one-sixth of the population (of the globe)
lacks access to clean water. We wanted to help these people.
Which is why we got into water purification,” she said.

The problem clearly was not the dearth of water, only that
of the potable kind. And the usual answer, for a long time,
has been to find new sources — until those are depleted or
exhausted.

Deepika’s solution, though, does not directly invoke subtle
diplomacy or getting into battle gear, merely two widely-
used nontoxic pigments and sunscreens — titanium dioxide
and zinc oxide — each of which retails at about a dollar per
ounce, and the power of the sun, which, last heard, still
comes free. 

Her model improves on something already out there, and
is a technological solution: Get water cleaned fast, and at a
price affordable to almost everybody.

A technological solution was a natural to Deepika, who
was always interested in science and math. Her family
encouraged her — and her younger sister Anjali, now 11 —
to learn more about the world about them.

“Whenever I’m studying or doing research, they tell me to
keep going,” the now 15 year old said.

For scientific and mathematical problems, Deepika went
to her father Pradeep, a chemical engineer and a professor
of civil and environmental engineering at the University of
Massachusetts, Lowell.

Her current interests lie more in biology than in physics
and math, which means dad cannot help much.

“I resort to (help from) books and the Internet to get
knowledge,” she said. “Nowadays... I pretty much do every-
thing by myself.”

As she worked at the problem, she said, sister Anjali, then
10, provided the hugs she said she drew much sustenance
from, and mother Meena provided her own mix of comfort
and common sense.

“Mom is always very supportive and (ensures) that I’m not
stressed too much, sit in my room and study too much. She
makes sure I have fun in life.” 

‘Fun’ means hanging out with friends
Rebecca Berube and Sophia Jordan
among others, and going to the movies.

And for times Deepika felt feisty, there
was martial arts, which she has been at
since she was 5. She has a black belt in
Shaolin temple kung fu and taekwondo. 

For a more mellow mood, she relied on
the clarinet and the saxophone, at least
in middle school, where she was also
president of the music honors society. 

She did learn Carnatic music too, until
her schedule got overwhelming.

Deepika always had an interest in the
sciences, which has been of much help.

“In my family, education is very impor-
tant... Also, I like math. So, my parents
encouraged me to enter different math
competitions, which I’ve won.” 

In fact, in the eighth grade at the
Fairgrounds Middle School in Nashua,
she captained the MathCounts team to
first place in New Hampshire.

She has also been participating in the

contests organized by the North South Foundation since she
was in fourth grade, including the math, science vocabulary
essay-writing and public speaking bees. 

In 2012, she ranked in the science, vocabulary, essay-writ-
ing and public speaking bees.

Deepika has stuck with the career resolve she made last
year.

“I want to be a neurologist because I’m really interested in
the brain and how it works,” she said. “Human beings are
always learning what’s around us. In reality, it’s the brain
that’s teaching us, and it’s changing in order for us to absorb
more knowledge. So, I want to do more in-depth research
into the brain.”

She seems particularly focused on psychopathologies like
Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, epilepsy.

“Perhaps when I get older I’d try to find a cure for all of
these,” she said, with no trace of hubris.

She found high school very supportive, particularly chem-
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Deepika Kurup was a fast learner, talking at 18 months and reading by age 3. 
Her family ensures she has fun too, with martial arts, below, and travelling, above.
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O
ne gram* of zinc oxide, 4 grams of
titanium dioxide, 25 grams of 3M
Glass Bubbles and 100 grams of
cement. That’s the ratio for the mate-
rial Deepika used to clear dirty water

of germs and other organic material.
She knew of SODIS (solar ultraviolet water dis-

infection), in which the inside of plastic bottles
were coated with titanium dioxide, which acts as
a catalyst that breaks down water in the presence
of sunlight into products that damage the organ-
ic molecules, the kind found in germs.

She started with one prototypic idea, but over
the summer of 2012, she worked long distance

with Jim Jonza, a scientist at 3M, modifying and
honing her model.

They dropped the idea of titanium dioxide on
the inside walls of the container since it blocks
light, thus reducing the amount of water broken
down. In addition, the material tended to leach
away, reducing the efficacy over time.

Deepika’s later models relied on a rod with a
carefully picked mix of titanium dioxide and zinc
oxide bound to cement. But finding how heavy
cement was, she and Jonza worked in some 3M
Glass Bubbles (hollow glass balls), too. The result
was a lightweight cylindrical rod that could be
placed at the center of a plastic bottle and get

enough direct sunlight to start cataly-
sis in the water around it.

Her final model brought down cer-
tain intestinal bacteria down from
8.000 to 50, and wiped out
Escherichia coli from over 1,000, all in
eight hours.

She admits she was nervous during
the final presentation, at the 3M
Innovation Center in St Paul,
Minnesota.

But then she had been up since 4 am
— after having got to bed the night
before at 11.30 pm. 

She had learned only on the final day
of two other challenges she had to take,
in both working with partners she had
met but the day before. And her own
presentation was at 4 pm.

While Deepika was talking, one of
her exhibits of the 3M solar film she
used fell over with a clatter. But since
this wasn’t Dancing with the Stars,
that might not have affected her score.

Ultimately, she came through — and
while seeing her hold the trophy may
have been gratifying to those who
knew and rooted for her, if her model
finds a market, millions more may be
able to thank her for ensuring that the
water they drink does not kill them. 

* For those discomfited by science
and/or the metric system, one gram is
about 0.035 ounces.

istry teacher Linda Polewarczyk, who threw a party for her before the compe-
tition. She also put Deepika before some advanced classes so that she could
practice her presentation.

Deepika said she is most inspired by Benjamin Franklin, a polymath who
dabbled in science, journalism and politics. But there’s also Albert Einstein,
who started the work on a theory of everything in physics.

Unlike many of the second generation, she has maintained strong ties with
the family back in India.

“It’s fun visiting my cousins and my grandparents and my family there,” said
Deepika, who spends most summers there, while not missing travels to other
spots, including Malaysia and Britain. “My relationship with relatives in India
is very close because I can speak Malayalam, which is my mother tongue. I
can speak to my grandparents very easily — which kind of connects us more.”

And the family there takes much pride in her victories.
In fact, she said, inspired by her achievements, her cousin Malavika, 12, put

up Deepika’s picture on the wall of her room.
Deepika admits that people there might think she lacks a true Indian back-

ground, that a non-resident Indian is somehow not kosher.
“That’s definitely not true; my parents instill that in me,” she said,

addressing a problem she may find more intractable than the world’s
shortage of potable water. 

Deepika’s
water-purification

prototype

COURTESY: THE KURUPSDeepika Kurup presents her winning innovation.
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Deepika does not mind being a nerd. She thinks
nerds are...” mother Meena laughs and hesi-
tates, searching for the right word. And Pradeep
interjects with suitable language: “They’re cool.”

Over the last few years, their home has been
witness to long-drawn abstruse discussions, involving both
Deepika and Pradeep.

Does Meena feel befuddled with all the science about her?
“I definitely do. I’m the odd one out here. It’s always sci-

ence.” She laughs, and adds, “My younger daughter (Anjali)
is more like me. She likes to have fun and she’s not too aca-
demically motivated. She likes playing with her friends,
watching TV, going out and things like that...

“I like science, too,” Anjali protests in an injured voice.
“She likes science, too,” Meena repeats, conciliatorily, ever

the peacemaker. Her own degree, in home science, is from
the Women’s College, Thiruvanthapuram.

The couple is product of an arranged marriage, the result of
a matrimonial advertisement in the Mathrubhumi newspa-
per. It helped that their grandparents knew each other as
lawyers.

They were married in 1994 in Thiruvananthapuram.
Meena came over two weeks later to join Pradeep, who was
doing a PhD at Louisiana State University.

Deepika was born in 1998, and Anjali in 2001.
Deepika was a fast learner, talking at 18 months and read-

ing by age 3. By kindergarten she was into Harry Potter, but
has not outgrown that, her parents said.

Family friend Joydeep Mukherjee learned how little
Deepika thought by eavesdropping on her conversation with
his own children when they were just six or seven.

“She was straight and sharp with her answers. And her
interests did not always rhyme with other girls of her age at
that time,” he says. “She was always clear... always able to hold
a conversation at that age when other children are shy and
tend to hang around with their own age group.” 

That difference endured as Deepika grew older and
Mukherjee drove them all to taekwondo classes.

“When you have a bunch of kids in the car, they keep
talking. You hear a very different conversation with
Deepika than with other children,” he says.

By middle school, when Deepika was in the eighth grade,
Pradeep had helped her start the first national science
bowl team at Fairgrounds Middle School, Nashua. He was
also the coach for the team, though all the students worked
on their own, he says. 

The team competed at the state, regional and national
level, winning third place in the regionals. Deepika cap-
tained the team.

Maternal uncle Girish Nair describes Deepika as a
“always a very good kid,” but also as “very determined, very
focused.” 

“Anything she went for, she would be in the top three or
four.” he says. “She was very interested in science and

math. And then when she started this exercise (working on
the Discovery 3M project), I did not think it would go to the
length it did. I saw it happen before my eyes.”

“I didn’t tell my colleagues (of Deepika’s success). The only
time they came to know was this year,” says Pradeep, speak-
ing of how he basked in reflected fame when John Ting, the

vice provost for enrollment, asked him about it.
Deepika exhibits a maturity beyond what many of her

peers may exhibit, Meena adds.
“Deepika’s not into cool clothes and all that,” her moth-

er points out, “She more into studying... She doesn’t
want to go and party all the time. She thinks (her hard
work) will pay off later. She has a much brighter future
— she thinks like that. We don’t have to really tell her too
much.”

Girish describes Deepika “as geeky, but not complete-
ly geeky. She is friendly to people. She can express her-
self. She is very friendly and respectful to elders.”

Deepika also had a can-do attitude and is confident, he
says, describing her as an inspiration.

“I always tell my daughter Diya to look up to her,” he
said.

And as Joydeep puts it, “It generally hits you that this
child knows exactly what she wants and what her focus
needs to be.” 

‘Deepika thinks nerds are cool’
And knowing that all this studying will pay off later, she doesn’t mind being one, her parents tell P Rajendran.

The Kurup family with President Barack Obama.

Science has held deep fascination for Deepika from childhood.

COURTESY: THE KURUPS
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‘She’s exceptional!’

W
hen Deepika Kurup’s mod-
el for killing germs in
water made it to the Dis-
covery Education 3M Yo-
ung Scientist Challenge

final, she was given a mentor, James Jonza,
a staff scientist at 3M.

“I was immediately struck by how intelli-
gent she was, how well-spoken she was,”
said Jonza, a first-time mentor at the com-
petition. “She had a depth of understanding
well beyond her years.”

Deepika was 14 then.
Jonza saw that Deepika

was working on a variation
of a theme that relied on
using titanium dioxide —
the stuff sunscreens are
often made of — to kill
bacteria in the presence of
sunlight.

Jonza is an expert on
polymers — large mole-
cules with many units —
and so was a little intimi-
dated about having to deal
with something beyond his
academic ken — germs.

“I have shied away from
anything biological,” he
said. It’s a big challenge for
me —mentoring somebody
in biology.” He warned
Deepika about the controls
needed, the statistics to be
done. To his relief the teenager came more
than prepared.

“She knew so much about bacteria —what
kills them — and about different kind of
bacteria,” said Jonza, that when there was a problem, he
could direct her to a microbiologist without feeling a twinge
of guilt.

Deepika also had a good idea about what happened dur-
ing catalysis in the presence of light, how exactly it dam-
aged DNA, which made Jonza’s task even easier and helped
him to work on the problem instead of going over the
basics.

Soon realizing that Deepika wanted to destroy organic
material along with the germs, he pointed out that germs
might be easier to deal with than all organic matter.

Jonza describes Deepika’s efforts to get the titanium diox-
ide into a form that could be stuck on film.

The idea was to get titanium dioxide to break down the
organic material in the presence of light coming either
directly or off reflectors.

She might have been aware some people she hoped to

give her water purifier to save from a messy death balked at
the word ‘chemical.’ 

While she could not dispense with the titanium dioxide,
she was trying to ensure that her model was absolutely safe.

She tried to get water to flow over a titanium dioxide
stuck on a film but that would not work. 

Finally she began coating cement balls with titanium
dioxide, but soon found that cement would be a little heavy
to toss into standard plastic bottles.

With Jonza, she decided to add some some highly refrac-
tive — and lightweight — glass spheres (official nomencla-

ture: 3M GlassBubbles) to the cement, titanium dioxide
and some zinc oxide.

The final unit was a set of serpentine tubes with a cement
cylinder coated with the catalyst mix in the middle. The
water flowed through it, thanks to gravity, and highly
reflective polymers and the refractive glass spheres ensured

that there was plenty of light to power the process.
“Part of the project was to come to St Pauls (Minnesota)

and think on your feet,” said Jonza, adding, “She did a fine
job of explaining physics behind things.”

I told a colleague (who also a mentor for another student
in the competition) Deepika is exceptional; she is going to
win.”

Deepika justified his confidence in her.
“What’s very unusual is a combination of a wonderful per-

sonality and speaking ability,” said Jonza. “A lot of time we get
a person who’s nerdy kind of shy. But she’s exceptional.” 

‘She had a depth of understanding
well beyond her years,’ mentor James

Jonza tells P Rajendran.

Inset, James Jonza with Deepika Kurup. He mentored her from the finals to victory at the Discovery Education 3M Young Scientist Challenge.
COURTESY: THE KURUPS
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I
n my elementary and middle-school years, not many
students paid attention to a girl interested in STEM
(science, technology, engineering and math), espe-
cially when compared to my peers who excelled in
sports and drama. 

In 8th grade, I helped start my school’s first-ever science
bowl team. I was extremely excited because I had always
been passionate about science, and I thought the best way
to share this was to get others in my school involved as well.
Only five kids showed up. 

I was dismayed to see that in a school of about 300 stu-
dents only five kids showed interest in joining the science
team. 

On the other hand, many students come to basketball
and cheerleading try-outs. This, I feel, is mainly because
science doesn’t have the ‘coolness factor’ sports has. 

Most kids my age want to follow their sports and televi-
sion celebrities who have rich, luxurious and famous
lives. 

Recently I’ve been seeing a change in this attitude. Even
President Obama compared Super Bowl winners to sci-
ence fair winners in his 2011 State of the Union Address.

Take a closer look at the classic ‘sports vs science’ exam-
ple. 

The average NFL player makes more than $1 million a
year while an average scientist only makes $75,000. Now
don’t get me wrong, I understand that all NFL players
have put their heart and soul into football and have prac-
ticed hours on end to be where they are now. 

But then what about the scientists, who are unraveling
the mysteries of our world, to better humankind? 

So, why are sports stars paid so much more than scien-
tists? 

The answer to this question I still haven’t found, but I
can say that kids like me are slowly starting to receive
more recognition and opportunities for pursuing our
passion in science.

My own interest in STEM began early on in my life. 
When I was younger, I always loved to build things. 
I can vividly remember helping my dad assemble book-

shelves and bicycles, and building motorized windmills
out of K’NEX and Legos. 

I was always curious about what was happening around
me, and science always had an explanation for all my ques-
tions. 

I realized that science is everywhere. 
Science has the enormous power to help people find solu-

tions to problems we never thought could be solved. 
In the past few months, I have been trying to use science

to solve one of our world’s biggest challenges: The global
water crisis. 

I was exposed to this problem at a very young age during
my visits to India where I frequently saw people, especially
children, drinking dirty water. 

About one-sixth of all the people in the world lack access
to clean drinking water. In order to help solve this problem,
I spent my entire summer vacation developing a green sus-
tainable cost effective system to purify water using solar
energy. 

I submitted my innovation to the Discovery Education
3M Young Scientist Challenge and won the grand prize of
$25,000 and the title of ‘America’s Top Young Scientist.’

All of a sudden, I started receiving a lot of attention. 
Perhaps it was because I won the $25,000 grand prize, or

maybe it was because I got an opportunity to discuss my
science project with President Obama. 

Or, perhaps it was because I was invited to the 2013
White House Science Fair to exhibit my invention for puri-
fying water.

I had wanted to participate in this fair (in my opinion, the
coolest science fair in the nation) ever since it was launched
in 2011. Of course, I had only dreamed that this wish would
actually come true. 

In late April, when I got a phone call from Discovery
Education informing me that I was invited to the 2013
White House Science Fair I was extremely excited and
overjoyed. 

I met many kids who were enthusiastic about using
STEM in coming up with solutions to problems that affect
our world. 

During his formal remarks, President Obama mentioned

that we were young scientists who dream, create and inno-
vate. 

I truly believe him when he said that we are the partici-
pants in this long line of inventors and creators that have
made America the most dynamic economy and the most
dynamic country on earth.

I also got the opportunity to present my project to key
administrators, renowned scientists and other celebrities
like Bill Nye (the Science Guy), Kal Penn and Bobak
Ferdowsi (NASA’s Mohawk guy). 

Interestingly enough, I was also able to meet NFL player
Victor Cruz of the New York Giants. Of course, his salary is
still much greater than that of the average scientist, but in
some ways, the playing field was starting to even out. 

Now, not only Super Bowl winners are invited to the
White House, but science fair winners as well. 

Surely there is a shift in attitude! 

Deepika Kurup wrote this for the Huffington Post.

From science to the
White House

Deepika Kurup at the White House Science Fair.
COURTESY: DISCOVERY.COM

‘Now, not only Super Bowl winners are invited to the White House,
but science fair winners as well,’ says Deepika Kurup.
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Snigdha Nandipati celebrates with her brother Sujan after conquering the word ‘guetepans’ to win the Scripps Howard
National Spelling Bee in 2012.

W
hen Arvind Mahankali
clinched the Scripps
Howard National Spe-
lling Bee this year, Sni-
gdha Nandipati, down

in San Diego, California, was in mental
ferment. 

Last year, when Arvind bowed out
with a misspelt ‘Schwanomma,’ Snigdha
had grimaced in empathetic pain. 

As in the midst of her pleasure at see-
ing him eat up ‘knaidel,’ it all came back
to her.

“As I was watching it, I was recalling
the memories of the time I was on stage,”
she says. “It is still a wonderful experi-
ence. I’m still, like, really happy. Som-
etimes I can’t believe I really won.”

Gentle reader, cast aside any doubt
young Snigdha may have raised here. 

For she did win — and handily, too —
by spelling the final word, ‘guetepans.’ 

She set off with a nervous sigh of a ‘G’
and, doing her furious double blink,
worked her way through that very literal
trap — by intent and definition.

Snigdha first began working on earn-
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For Snigdha Nandipati,
winner of the Scripps

Howard National
Spelling Bee and the 

India Abroad 
Special Award for

Achievement 2012, 
words are not just
spellings, but give

glimpses into history,
geography, bygone 
cultures, and more.
P Rajendran on the

champion speller whose
world is not defined by

spellings alone.

Wizard of Words

ALEX WONG/GETTY IMAGES

For being a
wizard of words;
for continuing an
Indian-American
winning streak
and for
consolidating
a tradition
of excellence.
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ing her $30,000 and the associated goo-
dies that came with the award during her
pre-kindergarten years, while in the back
of the family car.

Her father Krishnarao would ask her
the spellings of words on passing bill-
boards and the little girl would try to
work out those squiggle clusters into a
semblance of meaning.

“I would read and spell out the words,”
she said, adding that father and daughter
soon got into a routine that strengthened
her vocabulary. 

One word that came up often then was
‘design,’ a word she may perhaps not find
as difficult today.

She passed her first school interview at
three-and-a-half, but, within a week of
joining, the authorities at the Mission Bay

Montessori in San Diego asked if her par-
ents could find a place that allowed young
Snigdha a little more activity, given the
sedateness of their own setting.

‘She’s not ready for this kind of environ-
ment. She needs to be more subtle and
not active,’ they told the bemused Nand-
ipatis.

Snigdha next went to the Torrey Pines
Montessori preschool, which turned out
to be an academic blessing.

“She liked the environment,” Krishna-
rao recalls. 

Besides the school being more tolerant
of the child’s ‘irrepressible’ (a winning wo-
rd for Snigdha in an earlier Bee) energy, it
also built her observation skills, encour-
aged her to touch and feel and otherwise
learn from her senses. 

There she also learned phonics and pro-
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Wizard of Words

Snigdha Nandipati at
her first spelling bee
in the third grade. A
good showing there
encouraged her to
keep her nose to the
dictionary, and in the
fourth grade she won
the Long Beach
Spelling Bee.

COURTESY: THE NANDIPATIS
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Left, Snigdha Nandipati at the San Diego Spelling Bee. While her father provided backend support, her mother held her up emotionally.
Right, the Francis Parker School, where Snigdha studied when the family seriously began considering a go at the Scripps Howard National Spelling Bee. 
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nunciation, and thus the nascent crystallization of the tech-
niques that would fuel her future obsession.

Though Snigdha’s parents had planned to keep her there
for a few months till she adjusted to school, they kept her
there for two years before taking her back to Mission Bay
Montessori.

Snigdha entered her first spelling bee in the third grade.
A good showing there encouraged her to keep her nose to
the dictionary, and it helped that in the fourth grade —
back, you know, in 2009 — she won the Long Beach Spel-
ling Bee.

It was dawning upon Snigdha that there was more to this
than stringing up letters, thus giving the lie to criticisms —
honestly intended or envious — against spelling bees.

“Words are not just spellings. A spelling reveals the evolu-
tion of the word. When you dissect a word into roots, you can
see how it was formed,” she said as she argued that words give
us glimpses into geography, history, bygone cultures, and
more.

Once in Francis Parker School, she and her family serious-
ly began considering a go at the Scripps Howard National
Spelling Bee.

She had already watched Spellbound and Akila the Bee and
knew a little of the kind of preparation involved. She thought
she had a chance, but her school did not participate in spell-
ing bees.

The family importuned the authorities, and
thanks to some help from middle school princi-
pal Dan Lang, brought the school on board.

Snigdha was dealing with some serious handi-
caps. San Diego county only permitted participa-
tion in the seventh and eighth grade. 

This, despite the 2005 win by Anurag Kashyap
(winning word ‘appoggiatura,’ music to his ear),
from the city of Poway, also from the same coun-
ty. This meant that Snigdha had but two chances
to go for a win. (Many other counties do not put
such strictures on the number of times a candi-
date can compete for the competition.)

Also, the senior Nandipatis were not as com-
fortable in English as the parents of many of the
other participants. 

Snigdha’s father provided backend support
using science and his can-do attitude, including
his computing skills; her mother held her up
emotionally when she despaired.

“I really like to study spelling, but at times you
need special encouragement,” Snigdha admitted.

When she came in 27th, falling to ‘kerystic’
(pertaining to preaching), a little doubt may not
have been misplaced. But in retrospect, Snigdha
says it was all good.

“I learned so much from (the competition),” she
said.

Still, the Nandipatis switched strategies. She had known
the word, but her reliance on flash cards had failed her, given
that she appeared to be less of a visual learner but one who
relied on experience and exploration.

“We changed study tactics. We took some words — put
them in a test pdf file. So that file had all the info I needed to
spell the word... I kept doing the test words over and over

again so that it stayed in my mind.” 
She also browsed through Wikipedia and other sites to

learn the words, their history and etymology. 
The father and daughter went over the same pdf again and

again, keeping aside words she got wrong so that she would
go over them again, until the list became first manageable,
then negligible, then infinitesimal.

“There were a lot of hard words, I have to admit,” she says.
Snigdha remembers how the preparation paid off during

the semifinals, when she came upon  ‘compas’ (Haitian
music, a blend of the Cuban and African).

She asked if it came from French and was told its roots lay
in Creole.

Because she had spent time on research, she knew that the
Creole spoken in Haiti had ties with Latin languages. So she
spelt the word, without adding a superfluous ‘S.’ 

She gave the example of what happened to another
redoubtable speller in the contest, Nicholas Rushlow who
came across ‘vetiver’ (a fragrance extracted from an Indian
grass), which has its roots in Tamil.

“Once it comes from Indian languages the spelling chan-
ges, the pronunciation changes,” she said. 

It was the spelling that mattered, and Nicholas could not
use background information to guess it right.

“At that point it is just luck. Each one of the finalists were
very talented. They were all amazing,” she said.

“As a speller I know how another speller feels. There’s more
of a bonding,” she said. I did feel really (bad) when a speller
was eliminated. They were so good and one word had kno-
cked them out,” she said.

“There is some guilt involved,” she admits, agreeing that,
like gladiators amid bloody-minded spectators,
the spelling bee contestants understood each oth-
er perhaps better than the audience did.

Given the attention it draws, it is easy to unjust-
ly assume that spellings alone define Snigdha.

For Snigdha has been playing the piano for nine
years, the violin for three. 

She particularly likes music by John Williams
(remember, Jaws, Star Wars, Jurassic Park, et al?
Though she mentions (William’s) Remembering
Carolyn, the theme from Presumed Innocent).

She also likes Shakespeare and Jane Austen.
“I have been reading Pride and Prejudice and I

really like that, she said. “The vocabulary is very
rich. What vivid descriptions she uses!” 

And yet, she likes non-fiction books, particular-
ly those encyclopedias, including the last print edi-
tion of the Brittanica – part of her spoils from the
Bee victory.

The eighth-grader does not get to hang around
with friends since they live far away. She enjoys
her mother’s food (all vegetarian, and including
“really good Tomato Dal” Dosa and Idli) and is
learning how to make them.

And yet, though life has to gone on, she admit-
ted, “at certain times I felt like (life is over).” 

But perhaps there’s still a little left over for the
15-year-old to do more things.

For now, she is preparing for the Brain Bee, looking at sum-
mer internships where she can focus on neuroscience
(University of California boasts the redoubtable Indian stars
Villayanur Ramachandran and Ajit Varki).

“Neuroscience is a promising career in the next few
decades,” she said. 

Perhaps there is life after a spelling bee victory after all. 

Wizard of Words

On the Spelling Bee circuit, Snigdha Nandipati found inspiration in interactions with past
winners Kavya Shivashankar (2009), top, and Anamika Veeramani (2010), above.

PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY: THE NANDIPATIS

SPONSORED BY

HOSPITALITY
SPONSORS

EXCLUSIVE 
MEDIA

SPONSOR



S
nigdha Nandipati was good. But, if that were possible,
even more than in the case of other contestants in the
Scripps Howard National Spelling Bee, she could not
have done it without her parents.

Father Krishnarao has a degree in engineering, mother
Madhavi in commerce, neither of which particularly prepare
one to teach spelling bee contestants who need to know roots
and origins and histories and — excuse us our excesses here
— the esoteric conventions of exotic and extinct languages.

They were there to introduce her to the joys of spelling in
the pre-kindergarten days and, like most parents, to send her
to schools that nurtured her talents. 

Also, like them, they drove her to achievement and console
her when low. 

But it was in the run-up to the spelling bee that
they came into their own.

“We have to cover the whole dictionary. There’s
no option but that,” says Krishnarao, adding that
he realized, and Snigdha concurred, that she need-
ed to be on an accelerated path to succeed.

Aware of his limitations in the language, Krish-
narao relied on technological advantage.

So he wrote a program that had files of words
with different languages of origin in separate files.
But each list was pared down to a sensible size by
removing words that were obvious – as deemed by
Snigdha. 

Pushed for real numbers, Krishnarao said
though the programming was done in about 300
hours, the whole process took three months.

He then loaded the information into a database
that would make flash cards his daughter could
study from, the program ensuring that details
about the word — pronunciation, parts of speech,
definition, synonyms and antonyms — would print
on the back of the same flash card if printed on a
two-sided printer.

Krishnarao went to the local Kinkos to print out
the cards — eight per page. Given that there were 20,000
cards, he printed out 2,500 leaves of paper in all.

The Kinkos employee who helped him get them sorted and
cut was baffled by this behavior.

‘Why are you printing all this?’ he asked Krishnarao, who
patiently explained what his daughter was trying.

‘For spelling words, you only need words, why do you need
all these? Why do you need all these complicated words? Is
she in college,’ the inquistor asked, clearly still bewildered. 

It took some time to explain the details, after which things
went swimmingly.

Still for Krishnarao there was the money factor to consider.
“Sometimes I printed on cardboard I (bought) from outside

— Kinkos gets expensive — and sometimes on normal paper,”
he said.

But when Snigdha came in 27th in the 2011 contest, failing
on a word she was familiar with, the Nandipatis marshaled
their resources and gauged their strengths and weaknesses
anew so they could come up with another plan. 

When they concluded that Snigdha learned less by seeing
than by exploration and experience, Krishnarao put together
another program.

“I generated 5,000 words in a test pdf, (complete) with pro-
nunciation and meaning. She would take the test on the (soft-
ware),” he said. 

Whatever she missed was loaded on to a database Snigdha

could use for research. 
Using a variety of sources, including the encyclopedia and

online options like Wikipedia, she learned everything she
could about the word.

“She likes random fact-finding,” says Krishnarao. “That is
what gave her enjoyment.” 

He admits that she had not enjoying working on flash cards
as much, but the new approach was just right for her.

After all the work and the preparation, Snigdha was finally
ready for her eighth grade push.

“We knew she was an underdog. The other kids (had been)
coming there three-four times. When you’re an underdog,
you have to prepare fully — just like any athlete,” says Krishn-
arao, undoubtedly the coach.

After Snigdha’s win there was a sudden market for his soft-
ware: Bee contestants — along with orbiting parents — eager
to replicate the Nandipatis’ success.

He has thought of putting together an iPad app “so people
can listen to the pronunciation. Many kids have trouble read-
ing pronunciation marks,” he says, pointing out how some
such children, unaccustomed to the correct pronunciation,
get confused when hearing Jacques Bailly, the official pro-
nouncer at the national spelling bee.

While Krishnarao provided the push, his wife Madhavi
provided the kind of support he perhaps could not.

‘If you don’t win, Snigdha, it’s all right; you’re learning,’ she

remembers telling Snigdha. 
So there she was, providing solid and comforting support

every time Snigdha felt low.
Madhavi describes Snigdha as a hyperactive child who has

difficulty showing restraint, though she never tries anything
dangerous.

As far as interests go, the family gets together to watch
Telugu movies once a week, Chiranjeevi films being a
favorite. 

She remembers the draw of Krissh, Om Shanti Om, Taare
Zameen Par and 3 Idiots, in particular.

“Nowadays she likes shopping...,” she began. Then stopped
at a muffled complaint from Snigdha. “Oh, you don’t like it?!” 

She then explains: “I roam around the shops. She doesn’t
like that.”

Snigha is close to Sujan, 11, though he is more of a tennis
player who does dabble in spelling bees.

Madhavi had her own worries when Snigdha worked on
the bee.

“I remember they way I studied.... I didn’t like studying in
India. We did tests, but we didn’t learn even one percent,” she
says, adding that the bee ensures dedication, discipline, plan-
ning, even schoolwork.

‘When you’re an underdog, you have to
prepare fully – just like any athlete’

Krishnarao Nandipati worked almost as hard as his daughter
Snigdha before the Scripps Howard National Spelling Bee contests,

reports P Rajendran.

Snigdha first began working on spellings
during her pre-kindergarten years. 
While in the back of the family car her father
would ask her the spellings of words on
passing billboards and the little girl would try
to work out those squiggle clusters into a
semblance of meaning. 

COURTESY: THE NANDIPATIS
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Oh wow, this is too daunting a task.’ That was what Ravi
Meda thought when he first heard Snigdha Nandipati was
having a go at the national spelling bee.

He knew Snigdha, the daughter of his friend and then col-
league Krishnarao, was impressive, perhaps even formidable:
She is proficient with the piano, plays the violin, goes for geog-
raphy, math and science bees, and is very good at Spanish. She
also volunteers at the Sharp Memorial Hospital, helping in the
front office.

While Ravi did not mind describing Snigdha as something of
a teenaged, female blend of Leonardo da Vinci and St Francis,
his mind still balked at the idea of her literally taking on mil-
lions of other competitors.

Nandipati told him how she was preparing for the contest —
and what he was doing to help.

“Since childhood, she has been goal-oriented. She is very
methodical and she also knows her area,” Ravi said, describing
why he thought Snigdha had a chance.

“I’m very impressed with her dedication. Basically, she has
got a goal. At that early age it’s tough to do that,” he said.

While good at her work, Snigdha was not supercilious with
those who lacked her knowledge, Ravi said.

With his young children — Akhil, 6 and Advit, 2 — Snigdha

is very patient, he said.
“Snigdha tries to engage them, so they should

feel cozy when she’s around with them. She does
basically whatever the kids like — tic tac toe.”

In short, Snigdha is not the quintessential
swollen-headed brainiac, in fact, she is a very
pleasant person to have around, a view also taken
by family friend Laxmi Gollapudi.

Laxmi worked at the Sharp Memorial Hospital,
where she knew the people in the volunteers’ office
that took on Snigdha.

“She was pleasant, easygoing — a very smart girl.
She is nice! And very mellow. She respects her elders and lis-
tens to her parents.” 

In short, the model child.
Snigdha calls her Ammamma (grandma in Telugu) and her

husband Thata (grandfather), perhaps because the families
met in a movie theater when Krishnarao’s parents, whose ages
are comparable with the Gollapudis, had come over from
India.

“She’ll go to medical school, no doubt about it. She works
hard like my sons did,” Laxmi said, adding that Snigdha partic-
ularly looked up to one of them, Raghu, now an interventional
cardiologist.

Ravi said he knew Snigdha was into medicine.
“She has been saying that during her preparation she got to

know a lot of medical terms — she explored those terms. She
likes the human brain and all that sort of thing,” he said.

He is full of praise for his friend, too.
“Krishnarao saw the talent and explored (it). He is very

methodical, very goal-oriented. He found a pathway for her to
explore things. And the kid also (responded correctly. It was)
two things coming together.” 

— P Rajendran

‘She is pleasant,
easygoing and a
very smart girl’

She finds the situation in India too competi-
tive. 

“There is too much pressure on the kids. The
parents compare themselves with each other,”
she says, before reconsidering: “If I live in India
I may think like that.”

Given the comparably tough schedule,
Snigdha relied on the piano to relax.

“She forgets everything and gets so peaceful,”
Madhavi notes, adding that even Dale
Warstadt, her piano teacher, was a calming
influence, “a second mom” for Snigdha.

She finds no reason to push Snigdha to do
anything in particular.

“Anything is fine for me as long as she’s on the
right path. Which direction they go, it doesn’t
matter. When they go into real life, (it will be)
hard for them to choose where to go,” she says.

True. In Snigdha’s case, she may be spoiled
for choice. 

To family friend Ravi Meda, 
Snigdha Nandipati is the female blend of

Leonardo da Vinci and St Francis.

‘When you’re an
underdog, you have to
prepare fully – just like

any athlete’
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Snigdha Nandipati with her mother Madhavi and brother Sujan on a trip to India.

Snigdha’s
grandparents flew
in from India to
watch her 
compete. And
Sujan tracked her
like the paparazzi,
after taking the
camera away from
his father. He shot
picture after
picture of her 
victorious
moments.
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My interaction with Snigdha
Nandipati during the 2012 Scri-
pps National Spelling Bee was

very pleasant and friendly. 
During the competition, Snigdha dis-

played several qualities that are the hall-
marks of a true champion. She showed
very good sportsmanship, and was very
modest about her accomplishments after
the competition. 

While the onstage competition was hap-
pening, she exhibited her intelligence with
several words, such as ‘compas.’

When I came to know that Snigdha
came prepared with a victory speech to
the finals, I marveled at her confidence. 

This was one speller who had a positive
attitude to the competition. 

The reason for her confidence became
evident once she informed the press that
she studied for six hours every weekday,
and up to 12 hours on the weekend. 

With that kind of hard work, she rightly
earned her spot at the top. I was
impressed by her demeanor throughout
the competition. 

She was cool and composed. During the
oral rounds, she was always cheerful. If
she was feeling any anxiety or pressure, it
didn’t show. I felt that she actually enjoyed
competing. 

When I heard her laugh while repeated
the word ‘ajimez’ (an Arabic architectural
term), I could sense that she liked the
words, and that she had pleasant memo-
ries of studying the words being asked. 

What could be a better way to get the
best out of what the Scripps National
Spelling Bee has to offer?

Preparation, hard work, and cheerful attitude all worked
in her favor, but what impressed me the most was her
meticulous approach to breaking down the word she was
asked to spell. 

This was evident from the way she handled ‘compas’ (a
popular music of Haiti). I admired the way she tackled the
word, asking pointed and very unconventional questions
that ultimately helped her obtain very helpful clues involv-
ing the spelling puzzle. 

In addition to that, she was able to use her good knowl-
edge of word roots to break down certain words. 

All in all, Snigdha earned every bit of her championship
prize, with her cool demeanor, hard work, and intelligent
analysis. 

‘She has the hallmarks
of a true champion’
‘What impressed me the most was her meticulous approach

to breaking down the word she was asked to spell,’ notes
Arvind Mahankali, winner of this year’s Spelling Bee.

The finalists at the Spelling Bee in 2012. Snigdha Nandipati, standing second from right, displayed several qualities
that are the hallmarks of a true champion. She showed very good sportsmanship, and was very modest about her accomplishments, says her then competitor and
later successor in victory, Arvind Mahankali, sitting second from right.
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When Rahul Nagvekar went into the National Geographic Bee last year, he was the dark horse. 
More than the competition, he says he was drawn to Geography itself, an interest that began when he was 3 or 4 years old.

W
hile some pride and a sense of
accomplishment are natural in
most winners, Rahul Nagvek-
ar, then 14, who won the 2012
National Geographic Bee, does

not appear to be one of them.
It was an educated guess that won Rahul the

grand prize — coming when he guessed the
right answer to the Bavarian city on the banks
of the Danube that was the legislative capital of
the Holy Roman Empire from 1663 to 1806.

Unlike in the National Spelling Bee, where
contestants can dodge a bullet if someone else
gets the question they themselves cannot
answer, here both Rahul and Vansh Jain — the
finalists in the contest — had to write down the
answer, giving them the chance of both being

right and thus keep fighting.
In this case, Rahul hazarded Regensburg,

while Vansh, the remaining standing contest-
ant, went for Passau. 

As guesses, both were reasonable. 
Both Regensberg and Passau happen to be in

Bavaria and on the banks of the Danube.
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The journey that began when Rahul Nagvekar’s parents 
gifted him a globe pinnacled at the Geography Bee last year. 

Yet, for the winner of the 
India Abroad Special Award for Achievement 2012, 

the journey is really just beginning, finds P Rajendran.

The Globe Spinner

For his emphatic
dominion on the
map of the
world; for his
wide-ranging
interest across
cultures and for
being a
phenomenal
contender.

FROM THE
EDITORS
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Passau also boasted a big Roman presence at one time and
was an important center for all Catholics for a long time. 

It just happened that the right answer was Regensburg.
The upshot: Rahul earned $25,000 and a traditional

winner’s trip to the Galapagos; Vansh went home with
$15,000, perhaps wondering why, given this was his own
third time in the final and his background in the Bee, he
had not been able to thrash this first-time finalist.

When Rahul went into the competition, he was the dark
horse. 

The boy from Sugar Land, Texas, had been foiled two
years in a row in the state level. He faced formidable com-
petition in 2010 and 2011 at the state level, with the win-
ners of that contest, Eric Yang and Tine Valencic, respec-
tively, going on to win the national contests.

More than the competition, Rahul says he was drawn to
geography itself, an interest that began when he was 3 or 4
years old, when his parents bought him a globe.

“Spinning the globe (there was) the fascination of seeing
the different colors, lands,” he says, while admitting that he
would have been too young to appreciate or, thus, be
inspired by what those mysterious patterns meant. But he
was getting familiar with the language of geography.

A year or so later, his parents gave him an atlas. With help
from his parents, he began getting an idea about what the
maps contained.

Along with that, and some reference books, Rahul got an
idea about a world, on the surface of which his home town
of Sugar Land was relatively but a scintilla of a smidgen of
a microscopic dot.

Rahul had some material, including reference books, to
begin his vicarious explorations, even though he didn’t
know the names of countries and their capitals. 

By the time he was in Walker Elementary School’s fourth
grade, the first year entry is permitted, Rahul entered him-
self in the Geography Bee — and became the first fourth-
grader to make it to the state bee. That was in 2008.

He made it to the state level the next three years, but
could not break through.

In 2012, now in the eighth grade at Quail Valley Middle
School in Missouri City, Rahul decided to tighten things
up.

“I realized I had only one more year (to participate in the
competition). I realized I needed to learn more. I went
through lots of info,” he says, adding that he focused on one
particular problem. 

“I think one major thing I overlooked was the states and
provinces of other countries. (Learning about those) was
very helpful.” 

It taught him not just about administrative divisions, but

The Globe
Spinner

M162 INDIA ABROAD, JUNE 2013

Rahul Nagvekar enjoys the outdoors. Even as a child when the family drove on trips, he never tired of them.

PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY: THE NAGVEKARS
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also the land forms and water bodies associated with it.
Besides, there were copies of the National Geographic magazine

to pore over, and the Internet to mine more details from.
Rahul also participated in local math and science contests, includ-

ing the University Interscholastic League, and at universities in the
area, such as Texas A and M and Rice University. All that math
made it easier for him to remember geographical locations, too.

He tried to be as detail-oriented as possible this time around,
going over the material again and again and thinking about it. He
would make sure he knew exactly where places were, too.

“I looked them up on a map so it was easier to visualize (them),”
he adds. 

And unlike Aadith Moorthy, the Geography Bee winner in 2010,
who used a network of details to remember diverse material, Rahul
did not rely on specific connections.

He says his parents helped a lot.
“My mother spent a lot of time going through atlases, Wikipedia

and reference books to find info. Together, we would find out a way
for it to stay in my head. My father would make up questions by
looking up National Geographic magazines, atlases, etc, and make
up difficult questions with few clues,” Rahul says, then, considering
the idea again, suggests that maybe his mother spent more time on
teaching him.

He admits that all that learning did cause the heat to go up at
times, especially since he was involved in many more academic
activities.

“We did get stressed. Not possible to do something for five years
and not get stressed,” Rahul says, stressing that his victory was still
a collaborative effort.

“When talking to reporters, I said we, not I,” he says. 
Since he is not into sports — not even the indoor kind — he had

to find a safety valve of sorts. That came in the form of Karen Fisher,
his piano teacher (He goes for classical music).

Friends at school, teachers, and Fisher were incredibly supportive
— “cheering me on, even if they weren’t there at the competition,”
he says.

While some contestants can tell you their future plans till retire-
ment and beyond, Rahul says he prefers to keep learning, and later
pick a field to work in.

“Going to Ivy League school is what most people want to do rather
than go to a college (to learn) a subject you’re interested in,” he says. 

For now, he prefers to get some more exposure to biology, physics
and chemistry.

He has taken biology already, and plans to take AP biology and
chemistry next year. But, he stresses, it is just a matter of what one
likes.

“Even the Geography Bee — I was passionate about it. The best
way to be motivated is to have interests,” he says.

But, given the 5 to 6 million competitors he pipped to the post,
“interest” seems a mild word to use. 

But then, Rahul is a mild-mannered lad — until academically
roused. 

Above, Rahul Nagvekar, left, answers the winning question.
Below, On the traditional Geography Bee winner’s trip to Galapagos 
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W
hen Rahul Nagvekar went to Washington,
DC, for the Geography Bee, he had reason
to feel a little insecure, to not provide aid
and comfort to competition snapping at
his heels.

Rahul, at the Bee for the first time — and certainly the
last time — had cause to be worried, but, unlike
his more worldly competitors, he helped everyone
younger than him, giving them learning tips, even
at the risk of undermining himself, says Manoj
Nagvekar, Rahul’s father, who accompanied him
there.

Manoj and his wife Urmila Sabnis found out
early that they had a gifted child. Before he was
barely able to speak he could identity different
models from a book of fancy sports cars that his
mother owned.

The couple may have been justified in putting
down their high opinion of Rahul’s intelligence to
parental pride.

But even Sandeep, Manoj’s brother who came
over from Mumbai and who could perhaps be a
little more objective, was amazed by Rahul’s keen
eye in distinguishing between very similar cars. 

It perhaps helped that Sandeep is an oph-
thalmic surgeon.

When Rahul was three, he attended a magic
show with his class.

The magician pulled out a flag
from his hat and inquired if it was
indeed the US flag. 

Rahul bucked the trend and said
it certainly was not — this one had
blue strips and red stars, as no self-
respecting American flag would. 

The teachers let his parents
know something they were aware
of — that they had a prodigy on
their hands.

Manoj also remembers how,
while at the Crème de la Crème
preschool, Rahul, then 4, got
bored of his French teacher going
over words with the class. 

He had got it, and did not know
why the point needed to be bela-
bored.

So, when the teacher asked him
something, Rahul responded, per-
haps a little rudely, ‘You’re not
teaching anything new.’

Probably a little piqued, the
teacher asked him the names of
the colors — in French. He repeated them back to her per-
fectly.

Because she was just (even though justifiably annoyed),

the teacher headed off to tell the
principal that this four-year-old
deserved something a little more
advanced than her preschool class.
She also let the parents know what
had happened.

Manoj, who grew up in what was
then Bombay, got an engineering
degree at the Indian Institute of
Technology in Delhi before coming
to do his masters and his PhD at
the Pennsylvania State University.

Urmila came to the US from
Sholapur, Maharashtra, in 1986 to
study at the University of Houston.

And though the couple has been
busy at their different jobs —
chemical engineering and soft-
ware, respectively — both have
been deeply engaged with Rahul
— at work and at play.

After Rahul got first hooked to
Geography, thanks to influences
from a globe and then books on

the subject — “He would just open the maps and atlases —
and he loved to look at stuff,” Manoj said — his family
encouraged him when he expressed interest in the National

Geographic Bee.
Rahul had academic help from his parents (Manoj hands

over the credit to Urmila: “If anybody was a coach, his
mother was”), fourth-grade teachers Michelle Sebesta and
Betsy Neicheril at Walker Elementary School. 

As for planning for the contest, Rahul did that all himself.
Still, as his academic life got more demanding,

Rahul had less time for swimming, and so stopped it
in his fifth grade. Over time, he got away from bas-
ketball, too, Manoj said.

With Manoj playing unofficial coach of his Quail
Middle School team, Rahul participated in the
National Science Bowl. 

The team went to the nationals three times and
ranked in the first 20 twice, and the first 10 once.
Rahul also took part in several math competitions.

While interested in the sciences, Rahul was also
into world affairs, listening to the BBC and visiting
the BBC Web site.

As he grew up, Rahul also learned about places
around the world that Manoj visited as part of his
job at KBR’s energy division.

Until Rahul’s schoolwork got especially demand-
ing the family regularly went on camping trips to
national parks. 

Rahul likes the outdoors and particularly enjoyed
two camping trips in recreation vehicles in Alaska,
but also had fun when the family went to
Yellowstone National Park, the Grand Tetons and

other places.
Though the family drove from Houston on trips within

the borders, Rahul never tired of them, despite the long
journeys, Manoj said.

Now, given that he is entering his teens, while quiet,
Rahul has shown incipient rebellion, Manoj said.

“We didn’t grow up here, so we don’t know how things
are,” Manoj rationalized. “He feels our advice may not be
appropriate for the school system here.”

When pointed out that many bright and thoughtful chil-
dren, exhausted by the mundane and the inane, tend to
withdraw into themselves — a possibility foreshadowed in
the preschool French class experience — Manoj said fortu-
nately Rahul went to the Academy for the Gifted and
Talented at his school, and so was continually challenged by
the company he kept.

“He finished five high school courses before he graduated
from middle school. 

In credit requirements, he could finish high school in
three years,” Manoj said.

When told that Rahul tended to downplay his abilities,
even arguing against the need to go to an Ivy League school
to make his case — an undoubtedly legitimate argument —
Manoj put it down to his son’s innate modesty. 

For, in his seventh grade Rahul had written a short biog-
raphy expressing an interest to study at Oxford. 

Clearly, not someone who aims low. 

A prodigy on their hands
By the time Rahul Nagvekar was 3,
his teachers had acknowledged his
intellect, parents Manoj Nagvekar

and Urmila Sabnis tell P Rajendran.

Rahul Nagvekar with mother Urmila and father Manoj. His parents say they discovered out
early that they had a gifted child.
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In a world where the bumptious and the brassy, the bossy
and the self-promoting triumph, Rahul Nagvekar may
have the chance of a snowflake in a blast furnace. 

Fortunately for the unassertive winner of the National
Geographic Bee, his mentors know him better.

“With his background, the way he was brought up is quite
different from other children,” says Karen Fisher, his piano
teacher from the second grade onward. 

“He is a young man with a lot of determination and char-
acter. He works very hard,” she says, adding that while Rahul
had interests, he did not play favorites with them. “It is all
important to him.”

She also noticed that while other children played soccer or
relied on other diversions, “he was more focused on educa-
tion”

This was a problem his teacher Michelle Sebesta also had
to deal with.

“I had to encourage him to play out-
side,” she says, adding that Rahul pre-
ferred the library or the computer.
“He was different from children of his
age.” 

He is still very different from chil-
dren his age. 

When asked about people India
Abroad could speak with about him,
he sent over the names, complete with
full names, contact details, the con-
text in which he had dealt with them,
even the best times they could be
called.

But he also named great mentors
besides these. 

Patricia Hardy and Marci Deal, the
coordinators of the Texas State Geo-
graphy Bee, and his teachers in mid-
dle school, especially Lisa Francis and
Lawrence Anderson, who both orga-
nized the school geography bee every
year he was there. 

Francis traveled to Washington, DC,
and was there when he won. 

Then there was Pete Yackus, the
social studies coordinator in Fort
Bend Independent School District,
who moderated four of the five school geography bees he
took part in. 

And Donald Simmons, with who Rahul took competition
math club classes, and who let him use time in his class to
prepare for the Geography Bee nationals.

Fisher believes a lot of what Rahul is achieving is thanks to
his parents.

“His parents are very supportive — very supportive. He
comes every week for an hour’s lesson and (at least one of)
his parents are here the whole time,” she said, adding that
while other parents did love their children, they would go
about their lives during the music lessons. “They like to
know what I’m telling him to do and why.” 

It perhaps goes without saying that anytime Rahul plays
music in public, they go with him.

The family is into classical Western music, often taking
season tickets to attend classical concerts.

“I’m very proud of him. This is a young man who has top

grades at school and still can go into all these competitions,”
Fisher said.

Rahul always attended the free performances Fisher
organized at nursing homes and retirement homes. Because
she was not good at it, he would diligently type up the music
programs of these recitals, she said, adding that parents,
who often accompanied him, would join in, too.

The families were close enough for Rahul and his parents
to attend the surprise birthday party Fisher’s daughters
organized for her.

“When he actually made progress through different levels
(of the Geography Bee), his father called me long-distance to
tell me,” she said.

Rahul was always an avid reader, Fisher said, a view that
has Sebesta’s backing.

“Rahul always had a thirst for knowledge,” Sebesta said.
“He was always opening a book or asking questions.” 

And many of those related to geography.

Sebesta described Rahul as extremely gifted in all subjects.
“Back when he was in the first grade he was able to pres-

ent a PowerPoint presentation based on family experiences,”
she said. Rahul was six then, adding to the chorus of com-
ments about his precocity. “He was gifted beyond his years.
I think his ability to present his knowledge to others was
unique. Children would ask him if he would be a professor
some day — because he was knowledgeable in so many dif-
ferent areas.” 

Sebesta also ran a choral production at school, where
Rahul would have the longest speaking part and open and
close the shows. He was picked purely because of his will-
ingness and ability to speak before an audience.

Fisher is perhaps still his biggest fan.
“Rahul is just a very favorite, special young man for me,”

she said. “He is not a young man with a great ego. He does
not think overly highly of himself. He is just a very nice, nice
young man.” 

‘Rahul always had a thirst
for knowledge’

The teenager — who one teacher calls a very special
young man — has made a unique place for himself in the hearts of

his teachers and mentors, says P Rajendran.

Rahul Nagvekar’s teacher Lisa Francis, right, traveled to Washington, DC, and was there when
he won.  

PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY: THE NAGVEKARS

Karen Fisher, Rahul’s piano teacher from the second grade onward,
adores her student for the fact that despite his talent ‘he is not a young
man with a great ego.’
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There are only two kinds of people in the world: Those
who avidly shun cartograms and those who can’t take
their eyes off them. 

For a young Rahul Nagvekar, a geographical craze caught
his fancy early. Therefore, unlike most his age, he actually
enjoyed studying geography! 

Particularly, studying was never really ‘work’ for him, but
was more akin to having fun. 

Studying as hard as a mariner, he secured 18th place in
the state bee that year, motivated to do better next year. 

This was an incredible endeavor, particularly in a state
that produced three national champions in four years. 

In May of that year, he was merely in front of his televi-
sion instead of Washington, DC to watch the finals and to
be inspired by fellow Indian American Akshay Rajagopal
winning the competition. 

In the subsequent years, akin to a countdown timer, he
never gave up, relentlessly edging towards his goal, placing
4th, 3rd, 2nd and finally 1st to represent the Lone Star
State in the national competition.

At first, contrary to what one would expect, Rahul
seemed like he was not really concerned about winning. He
just wanted to try his best to answer all the questions fired
at him. 

In the national prelims, he managed to dodge each ques-
tion with the grace of a swan until he encountered the
dreaded analogy question. In an unfortunate set of circum-
stances, he answered incorrectly! 

However, not allowing this impediment to debilitate his
composure, Rahul sailed through the rest of the ocean.

With the preliminary rounds completed, he progressed to
the tie breakers with the confidence of a peacock and then
to the National finals, competing against seasoned veter-
ans. 

He respected his experienced fellow competitors and
seemed never truly concerned with competing with them,
just wanting to do his personal best.

An unexpected development for Rahul was the format of
the new final rounds. 

As he had seen on TV in previous years, each participant
used to have a lifeline, the ability to miss one question,
before he or she became eliminated. However, he was
immediately informed that it was no longer the case. 

That the finals would be run on a point scale alleviated
his fear of being eliminated from missing two questions.

Rahul had always dreamt of meeting Alex Trebek. It was
an exciting experience for him to meet the famed
Canadian-American TV host in person: a once in a lifetime
opportunity. 

Furthermore, the day of the National preliminaries
turned out to be his birthday, making the Bee his world-
encompassing birthday gift!

Armed with only his self-confidence and brainpower,
Rahul steered his ship on, finally making it to incognito ter-
ritory: The Championship round against veteran three-
time National Top-Ten Finalist Vansh Jain. 

He never expected to make it that far, but nevertheless he
was excited at doing so. 

Rahul confronted eight more obstacles on his path to vic-
tory until he reached the final maelstrom: ‘What Bavarian
city on the Danube River was the legislative seat of the Holy
Roman Empire from 1663 to 1806?’ 

He was not sure of the answer and he had to make a crit-
ical decision: One that would determine the course of the

rest of his life. 
Would he find the Golden Fleece or would he be ship-

wrecked?
Rahul wrote down his guessed answer and was genuinely

surprised at the result. What an apropos birthday present!
The rest is history.

Throughout his preparation for the Bee, Rahul’s parents,
teachers and friends actively supported him. 

When he later returned to his school after his great feat,
much to his astonishment, all his friends and teachers were
chanting his name and clapping. 

His parents were especially thrilled. For the past five
years, the Nagvekar family had been deeply immersed in
the geography. 

The Argonauts’ effort to navigate to the national title had
finally paid off.

Despite his entry into the limelight, Rahul has remained
modest: He humbly states that his life has not really

changed since he won the Bee. 
Nevertheless, now he is a champion and will always be

looked up to as one. 
This particular journey of Rahul’s has culminated with

his trip to the Galapagos Islands of Ecuador. 
He walked in the footsteps of Charles Darwin, continuing

the voyage of victory that Darwin began more than 150
years ago and was picked up by the previous National
Geographic Bee champions, including yours truly.

However, his voyage did not end there.
Rahul, who is at Dulles High School, plans to achieve the

ultimate success once again — as a scientist. 
He is definitely the kind of person we should watch out

for in the future! 

Aadith Moorthy is the 2010 National Geographic Bee
Champion and winner of the India Abroad Award for
Special Achievement 2010.

Quest of a champion
2010 National Geographic Bee Champ Aadith Moorthy on 2012 National

Geographic Bee Champ Rahul Nagvekar.

Rahul Nagvekar walked in the footsteps of Charles Darwin, continuing the voyage of victory that Darwin began more than
150 years ago and was picked up by the previous National Geographic Bee champions, including Aadith Moorthy.
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