
rom Siberia to Tanzania, mil-
lions of dance lovers and par-
ty-goers say ‘pump up the vol-
ume’ when they hear Bhangra
beats. It’s a measure of the mu-

sic’s soaring popularity that almost a third
of the participants in the Boston Bhangra
competition held on November 15 were of
non-Indian origin. 

It was in the 80s that several Punjabi
Sikh bands in the UK catapulted it into a
music genre at an international level and
took it beyond being a traditional dance
form. The set bhangra beats infused with
rock sounds and its distinct resemblance
to reggae made it a much desired type of
music. This is endorsed by the fact that
Vladimir and Oognjen, exchange students
and painters from small towns in Serbia
and Slovakia, may not know anything
about India and its diverse cultural her-
itage but have danced to the tunes of
‘‘Mundian tu bach ke rahi’’ in nightclubs
in their countries.

On November 15, bhangra fever gripped
Boston too. The annual Boston Bhangra
competition saw the largest gathering of
Asians in the US at the Orpheum theater,
with over 2,500 people coming for the show.

The competition in its 7th year has been
a sold-out event every year. The Boston
Bhangra group was founded 10 years ago
by Rohit Bhambi and his brother Amit,
who started similar groups while they were
at Boston University and Northeastern. ‘‘It
is a one-of-its-kind event of this scale in

the country, even though other states like
New Jersey and Texas have a much larger
South Asian population compared to
Massachusetts,’’ says Bhambi. The rea-
son: Boston’s huge college-going popula-
tion. Boston Bhangra finds its roots in
college life, with almost all universities
having their own teams. Even this year,
teams from MIT, Boston University, Cor-
nell, Northeastern, University of Virginia
and Rutgers formed the majority of the
participants.

This year, the competition saw 12 teams
participate, handpicked from more than 44
applicants from all over the US and Cana-
da. With innovative names like NYPD
Nachde Yaar Punjab de, Khirre Phul Gu-
lab de, Shaan Mutiyaaran di and Ankh-e-
Gabroo they came and set the stage on fire
in their colourful costumes and the sap,
kundah and kentha for props.

The crowd is the main part of the show.
With the adrenalin pumping beats of the
dhol and the tunes of popular numbers like

Buhe Baariya, Challa and Apna
Punjab one can truly feel the
pride in being a Punjabi. It’s elec-
tric and it’s amazing.

Showing that it’s a hit across
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n the NRI heartland of Doa-
ba, it’s common for those
who have etched out success
stories abroad to display
their newfound status by

building plane-shaped water tanks or
erecting gates at their village entry
points. But this was not what Lehm-
bar Singh— who spent 40 years work-
ing as a saw mill worker in Canada af-
ter he landed there in September 1959
— had in mind. He wanted to shape the
future of his village Atholi in Phag-
wara by empowering the children
through good education.

Thirty nine years back, he was the

among the first NRIs who thought of im-
proving the educational infrastructure
in their villages. His practical approach
was perhaps the outcome of his no-so-
easy childhood. He was only two-and-a-
half years old when his father died.

The construction of a room in the
government school in his village
marked the first step in his philan-
thropic endeavour. He is happy that his
mother saw this happen. She died just
after the work on three new rooms in
the village school began in 1994; later
six rooms more were added.

‘‘I was never in favour of raising a

gate in memory of an ancestor. After con-
structing rooms in the village school, I
funded upgradation of the one-room
gurdwara. Work on this was started in
1975 and the project was completed in
1992,’’ Lehmbar said.

While NRIs had contributed to indi-
vidual projects, he was a pioneer in or-
ganizing donations for common projects. 

Knowing the demand for nurses
abroad, he started a nursing institute
with an investment of around Rs 2.75
crore, by ploughing in his money as well
as organizing donations from friends
abroad. The construction of the Guru
Nanak Institute of Science, Health and
Research, Atholi, began in 2002 and the
first academic session began in 2004. The
institute, run by Guru Nanak Nursing
Educational Trust, includes a hostel. 

He has always thrived on helping oth-
ers. In 1954, he and a group of youths
from the village formed a Naujawan
Sabha to educate children and elders
of the village. 

What helped Lehmbar realize his
dream of boosting the educational set-
up in his village was his ability to mo-
bilize other NRIs from the village. It was
his earnestness and passion for the proj-
ect that made co-villager Pakhar Singh
donate land for it.

Mover and shaper of
an education dream
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Indians in Oz set up
community council

A group of leading Indians in
Australia on Friday set up a new

body to secure the rights and interests
of the community members in the
country. The newly-formed National
Council of Indian Australians will work
on a variety of issues, including racism,
raising consciousness about the
community, enhancing solidarity and
recognizing the centrality of Indian
identity. NCIA has been announced a
day before a high level community
leaders meeting at Indian High
Commission in Canberra. 

Noon, Loomba 
conferred peerages

Indian-origin entrepreneurs Sir Gulam
Noon and Raj Loomba were on Friday

conferred peerages of the UK for life, as
the appointment of 53 new members to
the House of Lords prompted criticism
that several former party donors had
been named. While Mumbai-born Sir
Gulam Noon, a leading entrepreneur
popularly known as the ‘Curry King’,
was nominated by the Labour Party,
Loomba becomes a Peer on behalf of
the Liberal Democrat party. Loomba is
the founder chairman of the Loomba
Trust, a charity for the welfare of
children of widows in India. 

arinder Singh Sethi is not the one
to give up easily. Or, he would not
have become the owner of a multi-
million dollar business empire in
Japan after a humble start as a
small-time insurance agent from
Ambala in Haryana. 

Narinder, at sprightly 80, still
works as hard as he can as president
of Jupiter International Corporation,
Kobe. His firm deals in import and
export, real estate and many other
trading activities.

Son of a Subedar from the Army,
Sethi belongs to Bal Kaser village in
Chakwal, Pakistan. Before Partition,
his father was transferred to Fer-
ozepur. Narinder studied in Amrit-
sar, Ferozepur and in Ambala where
he completed his graduation from
Gandhi Memorial College in 1949.

Helped by a relative, he became
an insurance agent and with his cir-

cle of friends in the Army and rela-
tives Sethi did a business of Rs 2 lakh
— big returns in those days — in just
a month. He was soon offered the job
of the branch secretary by Birla’s
Ruby General Insurance Company. 

His life took a turn after his fa-
ther retired and the family shifted to
Pune though Narinder chose to stay
back at Ambala.

Roj sham nu bottle khul jandi see
tae mere maa pio nae kiha ki munda
kharab ho gaya hai tae menu Pune
bula liya (Every evening I used to
drink. My parents thought that their
son was going astray and asked me
to join them in Pune,’’ Narinder told
TOI from Kobe.

In Pune, he said, he had nothing
to do until the day he purchased 20
old motorcycles from an Army auc-
tion . “I got them repaired and sold
each motorcycle at a profit of Rs 500

each. That was the be-
ginning of his new call-
ing as a dealer in auto-
motive spare parts.

“In those days, spare
parts of American cars

were expensive, I started getting them
manufactured from Japan and would
sell them in India at half the price.

It worked so well that I was flooded
with orders from all over the coun-
try,’’ Narinder said.

It was hard toil, though. Securing
the business I had ventured into was
not easy. “I would often visit the em-
bassies of Japan and  Germany to
collect addresses of automotive parts
manufacturers. Corresponding with
them was tedious too. Letters took a
long time to reach them. At times, I
would wait by the mail box — like a
lover waiting for a word from his
beloved — to see if anyone had re-
sponded! Patience paid in the end and
I found the right manufacturers and
customers. ” 

Hi first business centre was in Naj
Building, Bombay (now Mumbai).
“Bombay was crucial to my business
because the city was teeming with
rich Gujaratis who owned imported
cars. Demand so peaked that

Narinder made his maiden visit to
Japan and and successfully sent a
couple of shipments to India.

“There I met Ramchand Kumar,
a cloth merchant from Amritsar who
was also trading from Japan and he
advised me to open my own compa-
ny. That was great advice. Thus was
born Jupiter International Corpo-
ration in 1959.” 

He said he started exporting au-
tomotive and motorcycle compo-
nents for vehicles ranging from Hon-
da, Toyota, Nissan and Mitsubishi.
Subsequently, the company ex-
panded its export product categories
to include construction materials
and steel products. 

“Risk was ingrained in me. That
is probably why I have made it good.
My company became  a specialised

international trading company
and in  late 60s began importing In-
dian handicrafts and other con-
sumer products into Japan. I was
seen a s a pioneer in this field. In the
70s, “Expo ’70” boosted my compa-
ny’s  image and it was invited by all
the major high-end department stores
nationwide to hold sales exhibitions
of Indian products.”

“Thereafter we expanded our net-
work of customers in Japan and are
at present serving over 100 clients in
Japan totalling over 4,000 individual
stores” Narinder said. His son, Ki-
ran Singh Sethi, managing director
of the company, now handles the
business in Japan while elder son
Ravinder Singh and daughter-in-law
Khiven Kaur look after the Los An-
geles office.

Narinder said, in early 1980s, he
ventured into  real estate and began
building luxury apartments for for-
eign executives in Japan.  “We have
50-60 flats in Japan,’’ he said.
Narinder says he never forgets the
teachings of his guru. He told me nev-
er to do anything that could bring a
bad name to my country of birth, and
not to change my appearance and re-
ligion.  “I can honestly say that I have
kept the words of my guru.’’ Very
business-like, if you will. 

I would often visit the
embassies of Japan and
Germany to collect addresses
of automotive parts
manufacturers. Letters took a
long time to reach. At times, I
would wait by the mail box –
like a lover ...
Narinder Singh Sethi

ONE GIANT LEAP

AMBALA
TOKOBE

Sethi began as an insurance agent. Today, he is the
president of a multi-activity business firm in Japan.
Yudhvir Rana charts his ascent
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here are sufficient re-
sources in the world to en-
sure that no one, nowhere,
at no time, should go hun-
gry, said Ed Asner, film ac-

tor and social activist. Perhaps a seed
of this expression touched some
hearts and gave birth to the Seva Food
Bank which took off on September 1,
2010. The organization provides
healthy, nutritious and culturally right
food to hundreds of families every
month. 

The seed for this initiative was
planted at the 2008 Toronto Sikh Re-
treat, an annual event where Sikh
youth get together to learn more
about their faith and its application
to everyday lives. It was a group of
second generation Sikh-Canadians
who realized that there was a need
for an organization to channelize the
strengths and resources of the Sikh-
Canadian community into initiatives
that would improve the quality of life
of all Canadians. Thus, Sikhs Serv-
ing Canada was registered as a non-

profit organization to mobilize Sikh-
Canadians to get involved in their lo-
cal communities. 

Through their extensive network,
they were able to contribute in a large
variety of volunteer campaigns. This
included assisting The Mississauga
Food Bank, working with the Knights
Table soup kitchen, planting trees
with Evergreen and volunteering with
Habitat for Humanity.

‘‘It took us almost a year to find
our feet , but we struck a great rap-
port with various organisations,’’ says
Amanpreet Kaur.

With the earnest efforts of nine in-
dividuals, who worked 24x7, Sikhs

Serving Canada, the parent organi-
zation of the Seva Food Bank, came
into being in early 2009. The nine-
member organizing committee has
Amarpreet Kaur and Gurmeet Singh
Ahluwalia, Manpreet Kaur and Am-
ritpal Singh Gosal, Birender Kaur and
Kulvir Singh Gill, Manraj Singh Pan-
nu, Inderpreet Kaur Mudhar and
Gosha Sekhon. All these profession-
als have grown up in Canada. Today
the 3,000 square ft food bank has more
than 100 volunteers who assist more
than 400 clients.

‘‘I went several times to catch up
with these young happy faces who
worked incessantly with their heads

covered with saffron scarves. It is
‘Guru di mehar’ that we have been
able to devote a part of our lives in
the seva of our fellow beings, there-
fore we do not do anything without
ardaas,’’ said Inderpreet Kaur, one of
the committee members.

‘‘It’s our goal to serve culturally
suited food to our clients,’’ said
Gurmeet Singh Ahluwalia, chair of
Sikhs Serving Canada. ‘‘A lot of places
you see focus on staple Canadian food
like peanut butter or Kraft dinner. We
want to provide food that people are
familiar with,’’ he added.

Seeing the teenage girls, I won-
dered how they managed their cause

along with their studies. Perhaps sens-
ing my curiosity, Manpreet Kaur ex-
plained, ‘‘These are volunteers from
the Guru Gobind Singh Children’s
Foundation. We work with anyone
who is interested in working to end
hunger. For Sikh youth in Canada,
sewa is not confined to the four walls
of a gurdwara. It is selfless service
provided where and how it is most
needed.’’

Like all upcoming institutions
Seva too had its share of hitches. ‘‘We
overcame the problems that all new
organizations face while launching a
project. We had difficulty finding a
place as many landlords did not want
a food bank as their tenant. We had to
come up with close to $80,000 to launch
the organization, almost half of which
was donated by the organizing com-
mittee. Also, none of us have had any
experience in opening or running a
food bank, so we leaned heavily on the
expertise of our partners at The Mis-
sissauga Food Bank,’’ said Kulvir
Singh Gill. 

He pointed out that they several
people from other nationalities also
pooled in.

‘‘While the Seva Food Bank is a
Sikh-run food bank providing serv-
ices to all Canadians in need, many
individuals, Sikh and non-Sikh, were
involved in our successful launch.
The bank would not be in existence
today if it was not for the support of
Chris Hatch, Dawn Pullar and
Stephen Pullar from The Mississauga
Food Bank,’’ Gill added.

The bank aims to do expand its
services and hopes to inspire fellow
Sikh-Canadians to get involved in
their local community and provide
the youth a chance to develop their
leadership potential.

The bank has a vision to become
a  next generation service centre
providing additional services like
nutritional andlegal advice, social
services guidance, dental or para-
medical services, community gar-
den and soup kitchen for families
in need. It can be followed on social
networking sites for donations or
volunteer services.

Bank that invests
in food, service
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Kamal Dhillon tells us about an organization
that provides culturally appetising fare to all
Canadians through its volunteer network

The seed for this initiative
was planted during the 2008

Toronto Sikh Retreat, an
annual event where Sikh

youth get together to learn
more about their faith and

its application to life

Though Lehmbar’s  sons are settled in
Vancouver, he spends a large part of his time in
his village. His next aim: inculcating moral values
in students to groom them into better human
beings 

While most non resident Indians funded
individual projects, he has been a pioneer in
organizing donations for common projects

ONGOING PROCESS

GOING STRONG: Members of the competing teams spice up the traditional folk dance form
with hip-hop and reggae 

SEIZING THE OPPORTUNITY: Sethi is not afraid to take risks 

VERY ROOTED: Lehmbar Singh

ethnic groups, the lead
dancer of the Northeast-
ern university group was
an African-American

while half of the Jawani
Bhangra, an all-girls group

from Vancouver, were whites.
The crowning moment of the

evening was the Bhangra Em-
pire group from California. It

won the ‘‘America’s got talent
show’’ in 2009 and had the hon-
our to perform at the White
House for the Obamas. 

‘‘We were kind of in awe,’’
says Mirza, the co-founder
of the Bay Area Dance
troupe. The group even got
some private time with the
first lady and President
Obama, who tried a cou-
ple of moves with them.
With men dressed in blue
and women in pink, the
performance of Empire
Group was spectacular. 

Their moves were diffi-
cult and beautiful, their co-
ordination flawless. At one
point they piled on top of
each other to depict a car.
No doubt they went onto to

win the 1st prize
this year, beating
Ankh-E-Gabhroo
and NYPD who
came second and
third.

Shwetika Kumar brings out the magical moments of an inter-varsity contest in US

This is the first bhangra compe-
tition I saw after coming to the

US. I was pleasantly surprised by
the infusion of hip hop into
traditional songs. The
crowd’s energy and involve-
ment too was very high 
Rikshit Khanna  | A VERMONT RESIDENT

The event was captivating and vi-
brant. The zeal and enthusiasm with
which all the teams performed was
amazing. It was a pleasure to be im-
mersed in the collective spirit of cul-
ture and tradition
Srikant Sarangi  | A NEWCOMER TO US

The energetic atmosphere was
absolutely amazing, and we
wished we could join the
dancers on stage
Chhavi Goenka  | A STUDENT AT

BOSTON UNIVERSITY

Vladimir to Obama – All find bhangra rocking
Bowled over


