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20 Questions and Answers: June 1984 -
December 1998, K.V. Rao, Lakshmi Rao, Prabha
Maruvada and Bharati Kalasapudi compiled 20 general
knowledge questions with answers posted on a
different page in the same issue.

Health: Venkateswara Rao Vemuri wrote a series
of articles that had facts, concerns and advice for better
health.

Raja Lakshmi Foundation awards: Telugu Jyoti
covered the awards and the biographies of the award
recipients.

Matrimonial Service for TFAS members and
their families.

Religion: A series of articles on Hindu religion by
Venkat Kanumalla.

Financial advice: By Dama Venkaiah with sound
advise for financial stability.

Youth: Articles were written by, Ushasree
Kidambi, Rajita Bhavaraju,Vasudha Bhavaraju, Sailaja
Sastry, Anupama Kattoju, Lalitha Kattoju, Sagarika
Koka, Vivek Angara to name a few...

Word puzzles: Anupama Kattoju

Step in the Right Direction: During April 1993 -
October 1994 the center four pages of Telugu Jyoti in
color were handled by the youth about their issues
growing up in America.

Food for Thought: In 1997 Murty Bhavaraju
wrote articles dealing with issues of our community.

English Writers: Bulusu Lakshman, Sai
Sivananda  Tunuguntla, Aruna  Dasika, K.
Markandeswara Rao, P.S.Rao, Siva Jonnada, Madhavi
Bhavaraju to name a few...
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Telugu Fine Arts Society -- Going thru the Memory Lanes

Life in the 1980s in New Jersey

It was January 1979, the middle of Winter, when
we moved from Boston to New Jersey, since I was
switching the job. We did not know anybody in NJ,
except we met Seemanthini Kautha and Prabha
Raghunath in 1978, when they came to Boston to
accompany Ramana Murthy in a Carnatic Music
concert at Boston. We used to live in Wyckoff, in
Bergen County, NJ from 1979 to 1985. There were
about 15 Telugu families in Bergen County, and we
used to meet almost every week-end. At that time there
were no video recorders, no Indian restaurants in
Bergen County, and no Oaktree Road shops in Edison.
Watching a Telugu movie was a far cry. There were no
South-Indian temples in NJ. It used be an annual ritual
to visit the Lord Venkateswara Temple in Pittsburgh in
one of the three day weekends in the summer of every
year. We had no other family members in USA and no
other avocation after the work and in the week-ends.
This was true with the majority of the families. Some
times we used feel lonely. Hence there were not many
other choices for the Telugu families but to meet
among themselves.

That was one of the reasons, why we needed some
Association for the Telugu families in the area to meet
and to celebrate our festivals. The other reason is to teach
and impart our culture to our children. We were all
scared that our children would lose their identity without
exposing them to our Telugu culture. Every Telugu
family was conscious about this issue.

But the formation of the Telugu association in New
York metropolitan area was necessitated to sponsor
Ghantasala for his US tour, and TLCA (Telugu Literary
and Cultural Association) took its birth in 1971 to bring
him to US. By the time we moved to NJ, the TLCA
existed as a tri-state Telugu association. They used to do
two functions every year (Ugadi and Deepavali), but the
programs always used to be held in Queens, NY, since
majority of the Telugu families were in New York City.
For the folks like us in NJ, it is a full day affair to attend
the function by traveling to New York city for the TLCA
program and also to buy the Indian grocery and to make
a visit to Ganesha temple in Queens. The first south
Indian temple came into existence in NJ in 1992.

The TLCA was mainly responsible to celebrate
Ugadi and Deepavali and also used to arrange the
programs with the visiting Indian artists. However, it did
not fill the void to teach our children the Telugu
language and about our religion. Hence, in NJ we started

- Sankara Rao Polepalle

a Telugu school at our home in Wyckoff in 1981 to teach
Telugu for the children in Bergen County and for the
children in adjacent Rockland County in New York. We
used to have classes on alternate Sunday mornings, and
Mani Arisetty, Adinarayana Murthy Kautha and myself
used to be the teachers. The Telugu school also became
the nucleus for the families in the area for local get
togethers and to celebrate other festivals such as
Sankranthi, Vinayaka Chavithi and Navarathri. At one
point, the Telugu families in NJ wanted to create a
satellite for TLCA to get an official status for the local
group. There was also a parallel effort in Middlesex
County by conducting Telugu school and SAT classes in
East Brunswick/ North Brunswick area. There were
about 30 Telugu families in Middlesex and Somerset
Counties who used gather at Telugu school.

The Telugu families both in Bergen County and
Middlesex county areas used to feel the TLCA is more a
central organization catering the needs of the broader
community but could not cater the needs of local
communities. Also, traveling to New York for all the
TLCA conducted functions was discouraging due to the
time and cost.

Birth of TFAS

Then there was an (unfortunate) incident in 1983 that
led to the creation of Telugu Fine Arts Society. In the
fall of 1983, we all gathered in one of the school
auditoriums in New York City to celebrate Deepavali.
That was also an occasion to elect a new committee for
the TLCA for the next two year term starting in January
1984. Normally there would be no elections, since the
new committee is elected on a consensus basis by
persuading one of the contesting candidates to withdraw
and have a unanimous election. But that did not happen
in 1983 elections. There were two candidates for the
president position and none of them wanted to withdraw,
forcing the election by secret balloting. The election
results were contested by the defeated candidate and thus
splitting the communities between New York and New
Jersey. This incident was taken as an opportunity by the
NJ Telugu families for the formation of a separate
Telugu association in NJ. It was due any way because of
the local needs. Telugu Fine Arts Society (a.k.a. TFAS)
was formed under the leadership of Ramakrishna
Jonnada as the first President of TFAS. Ramakrishna
Chalikonda, DR. K.V.Rao, and Kidambi Raghunath
played key roles in forming the TFAS. I had the privilege
to be part of the first TFAS committee during 1984-85
and also in 1986-87. The following were the members of
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the first committee of TFAS: Ramakrishna Jonnada,
President; Bharathi Kondisetti, Vice President; Ram
Ammanamanchi, Secretary; Muralikrishna Akkapeddi,
Treasurer; Vijaya Chalikonda, Cultural; Sankara Rao
Polepalle, Educational; K.V. Rao, Literary; V. Raja Rao
Bandaru, Philanthropic; Jagadamba Bangaru, Social.

Even though we thought all is well in forming the
TFAS, we found it with surprise that was not so. A
segment of the community in NJ viewed us as rebels
forming a separate association breaking away from
TLCA. This notion of this rebellious organization slowly
disappeared, since the needs of the community were
meticulously served by TFAS.

TFAS in 1980’s and Early 1990’s

TFAS, even though was a NJ based organization,
had many members in other states, and had widespread
support from some prominent community members (Dr.
K.V. Rao, Mahesh Saladi, Dama Venkayya to name a
few) in New York city. TFAS also had members in India
and Canada.

In spite of forming TFAS, the local groups that were
operating with the Telugu schools as the nucleus
continued to flourish as Telugu Cultural Center (TCC) in
the Middlesex/Somerset counties, and North Jersey—
Hudson Valley Telugu School in the Bergen county area
until late 1980’s. Once the children from these schools
graduated and started moving into higher education, the
prominence of the local groups is diminished and most
of these families became part of TFAS. These defunct
organizations still exist reminiscing the old glory.

In the 1980’s and 1990’s, TFAS played very
important role in the lives of the Telugu families in NJ.
The role of TFAS got expanded to not only to include
cultural and literary, but also to include community
services, and to recognize eminent Telugu persons.

Cultural

We used to look forward for Deepavali and Ugadi
celebrations. The festivals were filled with music, dance
and stage plays, and, of course, good food, including
youth participation. The good food was cooked by the
participating families. We used to take pride in owning
and contributing to TFAS and never felt as a burden.
Most of the programs used to be in Piscataway area.

Before coming to USA, we used to live in Bhilai
(Bhilai Steel Plant, MP, India) and used to participate in
Telugu drama competitions in Bilaspur, Tatanagar, etc. |
was even awarded the best supporting actor in
Chillarakottu Chittemma in 1972 at Telugu Drama
competitions at Bhilai by Mikkilineni. Vijaya
Chalikonda also had interest in staging Telugu dramas.
We both joined together to stage some Telugu dramas in
mid 1980’s: Athidhi Devullu (Deepavali 1984);

Wanted Fathers (Ugadi 1985); Sundari Subbarao; Intlo
Poru Veedhilo Horu (first play in NJ with all women);
Madatha Kurchi (children's play); Dasavatharalu
(children's play).

These were directed by Vijaya Chalikonda and me.
Of course, the early 1990°s saw a greater influx of
Telugu families and the veterans like Yerraguntla
Raghunadha Rao and Appajosyula Sathyanarayana
took over the mantle to produce some of the best
Telugu dramas. Their productions were very popular
and the attendance to the programs was significantly
higher when their programs were part of the
celebrations. We used to refer to these productions as
Telugu Broadway!

TFAS also sponsored many music and dance
performances with artists visiting from India. Music:
Mandolin Srinivas, Vedavathi Prabhakar, Dwaram
Manorama, Nookala Chinna-Aatyanarayana, S. P.
Balasubrahmanyam - Sailaja; Dance: Dr. Vempati
Chinna Satyam group, Shobha Naidu, Alekhya
Punjala, to name a few. Raghunath Kidambi, Dr. K. V.
Rao and Ramakrishna Chalikonda should be credited
for arranging these programs in the 1980’s. They used
to maintain very close relationship with these artists.

My family, especially my children Sunitha and
Sapan Kumar got enormously benefited from TFAS to
maintain the continuity of our culture in my family.
They participated in numerous cultural functions
organized by TFAS. Now the children of our children
(the third generation) are becoming the part of TFAS.
It is really heart warming to see the recent participation
and awards to Supriya Makam, our grand daughter,
Anjali Chenna pragada, grand daughter of the
Bhavarajus, and Anjali Akula, grand daughter of the
Dayanidhis at the Sankranthi children competitions in
2009. This is a clear indication how TFAS served the
last three generations to inculcate the Telugu culture
and to maintain the traditions.

TFAS also started conducting the Trimurthi Day
celebrations since 1987 honoring Thyagaraja,
Muthuswamy Dikshitar, and Syama Sastry. Prabha and
Raghunath Kidambi, Seemanthini Kautha, K.V.R.
Chari, Laxminarayana Thangirala and myself used to
take the responsibility to organize this function until
ealy 1990’s. It provided an opportunity for us to
motivate our children and for them to display their
talents in Carnatic music. Even though very few
Telugu families had interest in the classical music at
that time, it became a very prestigious event organized
by TFAS that involved the members of all south Indian
states. We used to get artists from neighboring cities
like Boston, Philadelphia, and Washington for the main
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concert on this occasion. This tradition to organize the
Trimurthi Day still continues even today.

Literary

Publication of Telugu Jyothi monthly with readers in
20 states, Canada, Australia, and India. Conducted short
story competitions in India starting in 1984, and every
year since, through Andhra Jyothi Weekly and gave cash
awards. Started cartoon competitions as well.
Contributions from local writers have increased. The
magazine also served the purpose as a communication
vehicle among the Trustees and members.

Mentioning the literary aspect of TFAS is
incomplete without mentioning the name of Raghunath
Kidambi who tirelessly worked for publishing Telugu
Jyothi since 1984 for almost 20 years until he passed
away in 2003. He was ably supported by K.V.R Chary,
Bharathi and Bhavaraju Murty, Radhika Sastry,
Syamala Dasika, and several others. I remember couple
of times, Raghunath came to my home to give me
some copies for posting in India to save the postal
charges. Bhavaraju Murty is the current editor and
publisher of this magazine.

TFAS in the Mid to Late 1990°s

TFAS saw the declining support during the mid to
late 1990’s. The attendance dwindled to around 200
people for some of the programs. TFAS was at cross
roads. I could see a few reasons:

1. The needs of the first generation members
changed since most of their children are in the
colleges, and now have extended families (brothers and
sisters). The family activities pretty much consumed
the spare time.

2. New temples are built and they started
duplicating some of the cultural activities previously
conducted by TFAS. TFAS could not compete with
them.

3. TFAS did not actively pursue and recruit new
members who came during the IT boom, and also the
type of activities did not attract them to be part of
TFAS.

It was even difficult to find the members who will
shoulder the responsibility of TFAS. TFAS was
running under loss, since the reduced revenues were
not enough to support Telugu Jyothi publication. Some
community members were questioning the need for
this magazine and even for the organization.

Home for TFAS

Most of TFAS programs are held in some school
auditoriums. Over a period of time, some schools started
refusing to give the school for our programs and hence it
was becoming difficult to find a place for our get-

togethers. Some key members floated the idea to
construct a building for our activities and Dr. K.V. Rao
even contributed a large sum to initiate this effort.
However, the concept never materialized since it
required lot more funding and it did not take lot of time
to recognize the fact that community preferred to donate
to the temples, but not to the cultural and community
organizations. Hence, the task took a seat in the back
burner.

TFAS in the 2000’s

The turn around was seen in the early 2000’s, with
the active recruitment of new families and bring them
into the TFAS fold. This credit should go to Janani
Krishna and her team who turned the TFAS into a
viable organization again. New initiatives were taken
to reduce the expenses by informing the members
through email, creating a website, and publishing the
Telugu Jyothi as a bi-monthly magazine, etc.

We also see the new trends in organizing the
programs by bringing the movie actors and paid artists
for the conventional programs like Ugadi and
Deepavali. The food is no longer cooked by the
members at large but is provided by the caterers. The
sponsors are found to offset the expenses.

TFAS started conducting the annual children
competitions for the children and the attendance of the
children surged close to 500 in 2009 competitions. This
is an incredible turn around. I have only kudos for all
the committee members in the past § years who were
able to make these changes.

Also, I was part of the TFAS election committee in
2008 with Rajarao Bandaru as the chair and Dr.
Sathyaveni Rao as another member. It is really heart
warming to see several members in the community
wanted to be part of the committee. This is indeed a
good sign.

One interesting observation. We had four
presidents with the name Ramakrishna (Jonnada,
Chalikonda, Seethala, and Eleswarapu). They pretty
much were at the helm for almost 50% of the time. If
you want to become a president you may have better
luck by changing your name to Ramakrishna.

We aged with the TFAS for the past 25 years, and
when I look back into the past I have only good
memories of the TFAS, without which our lives would
have been void. I would say I am fortunate to be
associated with the early pioneers of this great
institution. I salute all the committee members and
numerous unsung volunteers since 1984 to 2009 for
rendering a selfless service to the community.

Continued on page... ... .... 33
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Living Years with TFAS!

“Ask not what your country can do for you; Ask
what you can do for your country” — JFK

I tried replacing ‘country’ with TFAS and realized
that there is no need to choose one or the other as
implied in JFK’s statement. If you can do something
for an organization like TFAS you automatically get,
without asking, a benefit that would be multiple times
the effort you put in. In a nutshell that is my story.

The Beginning

Like many professionals who came to US from
India in the 1960s I had limited exposure to cultural
and literary activities in India. We were too busy as
students trying to get top grades. Graduate schools here
at that time did not have many cultural activities let
alone Indian activities. In the New York metropolitan
area, the Telugu Literary & Cultural Association
(TLCA) was formed in 1971 and this was the first
organization that attracted us to Indian cultural
activities. We attended a variety of events and met
many local Telugu families.

Then TFAS was established in 1984 in New
Jersey. TFAS became ‘our local association’. Jonnada
Ramakrishna, President for the first four years and a
close friend, got us involved in TFAS. He encouraged
organization of local mini programs and recognized the
artists by providing a check and a plaque to the artist
from TFAS. For example, in Morris County we joined
local friends and honored movie actress Bhanumathi
and writers Arudra and K.Ramalakshmi. We conducted
an Ashtavadhanam (a first time experience to some of
us), a Burrakatha, and some music and dance
performances. Our mini programs illustrated
Ramakrishna’s vision and how he built support to
TFAS from local communities.

Telugu Jyothi magazine also started in 1984 which
became a literary voice for TFAS. Jonnada
Ramakrishna found the right candidate in Kidambi
Raghunath as its editor. And you know the rest of the
story of Telugu Jyothi. (see the articles by Vemuri
Ramanadham and Bharati Bhavaraju).

Since the beginning, music, dance, and drama
became the foundations for TFAS events. The typical
Ugadi and Deepavali events had music and dance
mostly by children in the first half and a great Telugu
drama in the second half — followed by a sumptuous
Telugu meal. See the articles by Vaidehi Sasidhar,
Polepalli Sankara Rao, Prabha Raghunathan, and
Sudha Devulapalli. Please read also the articles we
received on the role of TFAS in their life since

- Murty Bhavaraju

childhood by Siva Jonnada, Usha Kidambi, Rajita
Chennapragada, and Vasudha Bhatnagar.

Dr. K.V.Rao used to take the responsibility to
organize national tours for TFAS sponsored artists
from India. He got their visas and arranged travel and
host families. He used to meet the artists first and
instruct them on how to ‘behave’ while staying with
host families (like eat pulihora and beans koora
without complaining even if it was 17" time). Last but
not the least, Dr. Rao used to negotiate with the artists
for two programs for TFAS to help TFAS bank
account. Some of the successful tours: Mandolin
Srinivas, Gollapudi Maruthi Rao - Sankarabharanam
movie artists, Vamsee Handicapped Children, and
Dwaram party.

My Story

Now my real story begins. Towards the end of
1989, a few well wishers of TFAS requested me to
become a trustee and take charge as the President for
the term 1990-1991. But I did not get an approval
from ‘the boss’ at home. That was the time my
children and some other matters at home needed my
attention. I disagreed with the boss as I felt obligated
to get involved with TFAS and became a trustee and
the President. My real cultural exposure began.

I had a great team of trustees and we did well in all
aspects. I ended up being the President for 4 years.
We organized the usual music, dance, and drama at
each TFAS event, and we took our best drama to
TANA conference in Atlanta in 1991.

We were able to put together a Telugu cultural
exhibit with 40 colorful panels which were displayed
first at 1990 Deepavali program, two TANA
conferences (Atlanta 1991, New York 1993) and at
several other TFAS events. This exhibit was the result
of significant help I received from the ‘friends’ of
TFAS in India: Sri.Ramanaiah Raja, C.Narayana
Reddy, and others.These gentlemen purchased valuable
pictures and shipped them immediately for the TFAS
exhibit in response to a phone call from Dr. K.V. Rao
and Dr. Kidambi Raghunath. Of course, a number of
TFAS members helped locally to prepare the exhibit as
most of the writing had to be done by hand.

Similarly we created a Carnatic music exhibit
which was presented at the TFAS and CMANA music
events. The exhibit depicted the lives of Thyagaraja,
Dikshitar, and Syama Sastry. All this was hands-on
cultural experience for me and those who joined in
with me.
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My wife and two daughters were always behind
me helping with the events including cooking and
serving food or cleaning the venue after the event. This
training helped my daughters to become Indian cultural
ambassadors at their colleges later and now in their
communities. Now, of course, we are hoping that they
would prepare their own children to help our culture
and traditions continue in the future.

On the literary side, Telugu Jyothi magazine
opened an opportunity to brush up my Telugu which I
gave up after joining college. I was given a forum to
share my thoughts and experiences. In fact, I
published my own book of articles, thanks to a number
of friends who encouraged me.

While I am happy with my association with TFAS
and Telugu Jyothi, I feel modest looking at some of my
friends who came before and after me and have
achieved so much individual success in their own
ways. Vemuri Ramanadham, one of our senior, senior
citizens who started ‘Telugu Sahithi Samooham’ for
those interested in writing and discussing Telugu
literature, is still active in writing poetry and essays for
Telugu Jyothi. Appajosyula Satyanarayana organizes
cultural and literary events while being a busy
professor. Dama Venkaiah actively promotes
philanthropy while being busy with his accounting
practice. Guthikonda Ravindranath has been a leader
who started new organizations and helped existing
organizations in various ways. You can read his article
‘Are Telugu Associations Truly Serving the Needs of
our Community In North America?” Ramakrishna
Chalikonda is a perpetual volunteer in helping cultural
organizations well before and after he served as
President of TFAS.  Shanthi Kumar writes and
produces Telugu cultural movies. Obviously, there are
many others and I named only a few that came to my
mind immediately.

I became the editor of Telugu Jyothi in November
2003 after losing a great friend Kidambi Raghunath
who ran the magazine for 20 years. I know I am not of
the same caliber as Raghunath. I used my years of
management experience by delegating the respons-
ibilities to four Associate Editors: Syamala Dasika
responsible for stories, Radha Kasinadhuni for essays,
and Vaidehi Sasidhar for poems, and Anantha
Sudhaker Uppala for production support. In fact
Anantha Sudhaker was behind this souvenir
production! The Telugu Jyothi team has ideas to
expand Telugu Jyothi to an online magazine and

encourage our younger writers to take active role.
skeoskeskoskok

I hope what I wrote is sufficient to impress upon you
that the benefit I gained is greater than the effort I put in.
The benefit was also spread to my family — my wife,
children, and grandchildren.They unanimously confessed
that my involvement in TFAS back in 1990 over their
objections was a good thing. That means one of the
TFAS goals “to preserve and propagate Telugu cultural
heritage amongst future generations" was achieved.

Here is my humble advice now that you read up to
this point: Someone told me that they don’t care for our
cultural associations because of politics. I asked if he
would stop working because the office has some politics!
Realize that the exposure to culture - however you define
it - is a reward in itself. Enjoy Carnatic music as well as
movie songs; Enjoy Bharatanatyam - Kuchipudi as well
as folk dances; Watch serious drama as well as light
skits; Read serious literature if you can but enjoy kathalu
- kavitalu published in our magazines as well.

Enjoy your involvement in any activity or all
activities if you can and see how it affects your outlook
on the greater happenings in your life.

Bhavaraju Parabrahma Murty, Ph.D. has been in the
electrical engineering profession for more than 40 years.
He is a Life Fellow of the Institute of Electrical and
Electronics Engineers. Activities: Past President-TFAS;
Past Vice President-Carnatic Music Association of North
America; Constitution & By Laws Committee - Hindu
Temple & Cultural Society; Editor Telugu Jyothi. Published
a book of short stories in Telugu “asalu kamTE ekkuvadi”
in 1999.
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ARE TELUGU ASSOCIATIONS TRULY SERVING THE NEEDS OF OUR
COMMUNITY IN NORTH AMERICA?

Best wishes and congratulations to Telugu Fine
Arts Society of New Jersey and its past and current
organizers on the eve of its Silver Jubilee celebrations
on May 23 — 24, 2009.

This article focuses attention on Asian Indian
Associations’ trials, tribulations, accomplishments and
failures during the past half-a-century with special
emphasis on Telugu Associations in North America.

1) Evolution of Asian Indian Associations in North
America:

During the last five decades, Asian Indians have
been adapting North America as a land of opportunity.
In the beginning, they trickled in small numbers mainly
to pursue higher education. In the decades since, they
have been arriving in large numbers to seek better
standard of living.

The ultimate goal, especially in unfamiliar
environment, of any human being is to seek happiness
with peace of mind, emanating from the opportunity to
share familiar cultural values and to fulfill the basic
and “desired” needs.

Consequently, small number of arriving Asian
Indians in 1950°’s and 1960°’s in North America
organized into broad based Associations like Indian
Student Associations, India Associations, Tagore
Society and Bharathi Society primarily in Metropolitan
areas like New York. As more Asian Indians from
different states of India started arriving in 1970s, newer
associations based on each state language have been
constituted in Metropolitan areas all over North
America. Telugu Literary and Cultural Association of
New York is one of such organizations. During this
decade all such state language based associations co-
operated to form National umbrella organizations.
Telugu Association of North America (TANA) has
been the result of such hearty co-operation among all
regional Telugu organizations. From the following
decade until now there has been lack of harmony and
irreversible differences among the leaders compelling
the formation of new regional and national umbrella
organizations to appease the dissenting leaders and
their supporting members of the community.
Establishment of Telugu Fine Arts Society of New
Jersey, two more Telugu organizations of Chicago and
America Telugu Association (ATA) and a newer split
in TANA into a another organization, North American
Telugu Society have been the result of such turmoil.

- Ravindra Nath Guthikonda

Alas! This has been the beginning of the dissociation
of our Associations.
2) Withering Aims:

Original aims of all our organizations shared
mostly common goals with special emphasis on ethnic
identity. Providing comfort in sharing familiar cultural
values and providing community services for the
welfare of the community have been the fundamental
hallmarks of all organizations. Although much effort
is devoted to traditional and routine programs, there
have been excesses in some priorities that have very
limited role in the welfare of our community. In this
respect our organizers seem to pay more attention to
expensive glamour than the prudent use of financial
resources for the welfare of our community.
Consequently organizers seem to let the original aims
wither away although such decisions might have been
the result of an oversight by the organizers.

3) What are Telugu Cultural Values:

While the first generation of Telugu people in
North America have been facing a wide variety of
challenges in practicing Telugu culture and the later
generations experiencing confusion and conflict with”
melting pot” culture of North America, Telugu
community hopes to find our Telugu Associations take
an active role in protecting Telugu cultural values thus
preserving Telugu identity in North America. Our
Telugu culture revolves around Telugu language,
attire, food, arts, marriages, religion,

Politics and Economics & Morals:

A) Telugu Youth: Telugu youngsters are very
smart and talented. Our hopes to preserve and
maintain Telugu cultural values will become a reality
only when the current older generation of organizers
can successfully pass the baton to our youngsters.
They should lead our organizations as soon as possible
while the older generation is still around to guide them
organizationally and financially. They do not seem to
be interested in petty politics and appear to focus more
on beneficial community services. They are smart
enough to organize and lead Telugu organizations in
right direction.

B) Telugu Language: The fundamental need for
Telugu identity is to be able to speak Telugu and then
read and write. While some Telugu families are
deliberately conscious of speaking with their children
in Telugu at home, others seem to ignore such
necessary habit; yet others to leave that responsibility
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to the children and to some Telugu schools if available.
While such neglect is the root cause of failure for
Telugu children’s inability to identify themselves truly
with Telugu identity, Telugu Association’s neglect to
support Telugu schools financially is hindering such
sincere efforts to provide opportunities for Telugu
children to learn Telugu. Token support has been
given recently by TANA & TANA FOUNDATION
for telugu classes in colleges at Madison, Wisconsin;
Ann Aarbor, Michigan and Stony brook, Long Island.
Some enthusiasts in promoting Telugu meet in small
gatherings to discuss their literary talents. Vanguri
Foundation organizes periodic literary conferences.

C) Telugu Attire: In this regard our Telugu
women and girls deserve accolades for their
unswerving desire to maintain our cultural values.
They wear flowing sarees, ornaments and thilak
bringing an atmosphere of Telugu land during the
festivities and parties. Except for occasional dhoti and
laalchi worn by visiting elders, Telugu men do not play
any role in this regard just like many educated in
Andhra Pradesh.

D) Telugu Food: Telugu food seems to have
found a special place in every Telugu household. All
Telugu Associations are also making special effort to
provide Telugu food at almost all programs.
Availability of raw materials is also helping the
situation quite easily.

E) Telugu Arts: Most of the effort to maintain
Telugu Arts is focused on performing arts, mostly
dancing and singing. Kuchipudi and Bharatha Natyam
are patronized mostly by Telugu girls. Classical and
folk singing are being patronized by both boys and
girls.

All Telugu organizations provide opportunities to
these enthusiastic artists in all regular meetings.
However, on special occasions, organizers seem to
give more importance to artists visiting from India thus
discouraging our local talent which is superior to the
imported talent. Very little help is being provided by
Telugu Associations to promote these dance forms
directly to the schools. Art forms like Burrakatha,
Budabukkala katha, Harikatha, folk songs like
Bathukamma songs becoming extinct rapidly even in
India are not being encouraged by our associations,
which are paying more attention to unnecessary
glamour with movie entertainment.

F) Marriages: In the prevailing “melting pot”
culture, matrimonial alliances are becoming more
global although a few weddings are occurring among
Telugu couples. In some cases irreconcilable
differences seem to surface because of clash of

cultures, lack of compromise, adjustment and
accommodation. In some cases there appear to be
strains of relationship among generations resulting in
uncomfortable life. It is disheartening to note that
many Telugu families are concerned about the
marriages of their children who are remaining
unmarried into late thirties and forties seemingly in
search of dream partners for life. It is equally sad to
note that separations and divorces are occurring not
only among the children but also in the first generation
Telugu people. Associations do not seem to provide
any help with counseling and comfort.

G) Religion: Fortunately there are many places
of worship spread all over North America for Telugu
people to practice their religions. Devotees are
certainly enjoying peace of mind and comfort at least
at the places of worship. Mostly umbrella Telugu
Associations are attracting spiritual leaders to preach
positive aspects of religion. These spiritual leaders are
also propagating their messages in smaller gatherings
across North America.

H) Festivals: Almost all Telugu Associations are
observing three or four festivals like Sankranthi.
Harvest festival, Ugadi, Telugu NewYear, Deepavali,
festival of lights and Ganesh Chaturdhi, Dasserah etc.
Many Telugu women and families are religiously
performing  Vrathams, determined  resolutions.
Although a few families have forgotten to observe
festivals, majority of Telugu people seem to religiously
follow them. While these observances have become
mechanical, little attention is paid to teach the
importance and significance of the festival to the
children, young and old.

I) Politics: Lately, leaders of many Telugu
Associations seem to give little importance to
inclusiveness rather than decision thus uprooting the
very foundations on which these associations have
been originally established. The recent turmoil in
TANA leading to the formation of a rival group, North
America Telugu Society (NATS) is the latest example
of the dissociation of our associations because of rigid
behavior of few political leaders while silent majority
of Telugu people have reduced to mere helpless
spectators. So long as these clashes continue, resorting
to expensive unnecessary litigations, the purpose of
these associations may be diminished to total
uselessness. Unnecessary vanity, egos and import of
petty politics from India seem to be the root causes for
this self-destruction of our Associations. Rarely,
Telugu people like NJ State assemblyman Chivukula
Upendra seem to be interested in North American
politics. More recently, it is sad to here that some
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organizers seem to be facing rumors of accusations that
they have intentions of using their positions for
personal benefit now or in future. Perception of such
suspicious and/or proven behavior may be construed as
the root cause for the improprieties in membership at
the time of elections.

J) Economics and Morals: Most of Telugu
people are professionals with good earnings. However,
recent economic down turn greatly affected their
fortunes.  Many lost jobs, others are displaced
unexpectedly to other are seriously disturbing
children’s education. Telugu Associations do not seem
to address these calamities by providing net-working
facilities, aiding Telugus without earnings. Telugu
Associations are wasting resources in defending
unnecessary litigations by disgruntled leaders who do
not seem to worry about throwing away money to
fulfill their ambitions. It is high time for all Telugus to
rise to the occasion to elect the leaders who are truly
committed to the welfare of the community rather than
electing Dblindly because of friendships and
relationships alone. Morals seemed to have
deteriorated to the extent that the Telugu Associations
become dysfunctional.

4) Community Services:

While the cultural values are maintained by
individuals, issues pertinent to Telugu people like
Health, Education, Welfare and Communications need
to be addressed by Telugu Associations. As of now
very little attention is contemplated by Telugu
Associations in these areas.

A) Health: Many members of Telugu families do
not have health and long term care insurance. Changes
in the social environment loss of jobs and neglect of
health are bound to surmount helplessness leading to
psychological distresses. Telugu Associations need to
take a proactive role in providing basic healthcare for
Telugu people who cannot afford it. Physicians in
Telugu community may be willing to help.

B) Education: Most of the first generation
Telugus arrived as highly educated and had furthered
education and benefited by finding high paying jobs. In
the current recession, Telugu youngsters may be facing
financial hardships to attend colleges. Our youngsters
are very bright and talented. They will benefit
immensely if a helping hand can be provided. Telugu
Associations can take pride in helping rather than
wasting valuable funds on litigations to resolve
political crises. In this regard, token help is being
provided by TANA Foundation, Houston Telugu
Association and others.

C) Welfare: Emergency help to any Telugu
person in distress must be the duty of all Telugu
Associations.  Loss of job, house and life, and
unexpected events leading to distress in Telugu
families should be addressed timely by Telugu
Associations to relieve pain and suffering. Fortunately,
TANA has taken an active role to address the needs of
five deaths in Telugu community recently. TANA
Foundation also has token endowments to address
welfare needs in Telugu community.

D) Communications: All Telugu Associations
have periodic publications like Telugu Jyothi, Telugu
Velugu, TANA Pathrika etc. Because most of the
children do not read Telugu, many pages of these
publications are in English with a few pages devoted to
Telugu. No publication seems to devote any space for
teaching Telugu language on a continuous basis.
Unfortunately many Programs including Conferences
are conducted in English. Even Program agendas are
printed mostly in English. No net-working facilities
are provided to connect the Telugu residents of North
America. Because of lack of funds no permanent
offices are in existence to seek help with available
community services. Very few people seem to be
voluntarily coming forward to donate funds because of
fear that these donations may be abused by leaders to
resolve disputes and litigations. Many a time, arm
twisting by organizers seems to extract some
desperately needed funds to organize functions.

5) Suggestions to Telugu Associations to improve
community services:

A) All not-for-profit organizations are served by
volunteers.  Honesty, sincerity, commitment and
transparency are the hallmarks of true volunteerism.
Do not let it be tarnished by ego, and perception of
control of power and personal benefit.

B) Make sure that the organizational
responsibility is completely passed on to the younger
generation, born and raised in North America. That is
the only way we can ensure that petty politics do not
creep up into the organizations whose main goal is to
protect and preserve Telugu cultural values
perpetually.

C) Financially support Telugu schools locally and
in colleges. Continuously publish Telugu lessons in all
associations’ newsletters and websites. This will
remind Telugu parents of their responsibility to
preserve Telugu culture in North America

D) Focus on accomplishing at least one or two
goals. In the current recession, some areas needing
attention are

Contdon .... 35
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25 Years in a Blink of An Eye!

When we’re young, 25 years seem to be a long
time, especially since many of us hadn’t even reached
that age yet! As we get older, 25 years go by in a blink
of an eye. So, it was a surprise to hear that the Telugu
Fine Arts Society is celebrating 25 years of
existence...and to think that I and many others were
present at the creation!

What was even more surprising for me was that
my father was named as the first President of TFAS.
Yet, it shouldn’t have surprised me since the charter of
the organization stated that it was to celebrate Telugu
culture, and my father was very active for many years
in promoting many cultural events from film programs
to Carnatic music concerts.

I vividly remember the very first TFAS program
held in June 1984 and the enthusiasm of all the
participants. (I think I can dig up the trophy I got
from that day....) We went to many subsequent
programs during my father’s tenure as TFAS President.
Alas, I didn’t have a videocamera at that time, so we
have no audiovisual record of it.

Later, my father would reprise his role as
President. This time,his emphasis was on the upcoming
generation where he enthusiastically encouraged the
young adults to actively participate in the programs
and the organization. It is encouraging to see that my
father’s work in this regard was not in vane!

It is for the next generations of Telugus in this
country that TFAS and similar organizations were first
formed. I remember well the programs done by local
Telugus in Philadelphia back in the 1960s and 1970s. 1
also remember the trips to Queens, New York to see
the TLCA programs in the 1970s. And, who can forget
the first TANA program in 19777

Some cynics might say that these associations are
created to sate the organizers’ egos. Others might say

- Siva Jonnada
that it’s always the same participants at these concerts
and programs. For a while, this may seem to be the
case, but time shows how wrong they are. Each year,
there is always a new face on stage. Each year, there is
always a new leader who takes over the reigns.

When organizations such as TFAS were formed, it
was to emulate the India that the members left. In our
case, it was the India of the 1960s and 1970s. Now,
with a new generation in leadership, it is the India of
the 1980s and 1990s. Thus, a visitor from India would
think that he was in a timewarp if he were to see a
TFAS function. Thus, Telugu culture gets preserved in
the U.S. as it passes by in modern India.

This is the way it is for many cultures in America.
Telugus are but a microcosm of a larger polyglot.
Future sociologists and historians studying the India of
the late 20™ century would do well to study the Indian
cultural organizations in America. And, as for the
cynical view that cultural programs are too parochial
and only performed for each other, there are many non-
Indians who are keenly interested in Indian culture and
traditions. Thus, the polyglot gets integrated.

So, congratulations to TFAS for 25 years of
existence. I am confident that it will be around for 25
more!

Siva Jonnada lives at Morristown, NJ. He is a
Performance Analyst for the New York Power Authority.
Among is his interests are public speaking and
writing about history and current events. His father,
Rama K. Jonnada, was the first President of Telugu Fine
Arts Society.
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Living Vicariously

When I saw the call for articles for the TFAS 25"
anniversary souvenir, I jumped at the opportunity to
share my thoughts. After all, having grown up in the
shadow of TFAS I certainly should have something to
say about my experiences. My father, the editor of
Telugu Jyothi and former two-term president of TFAS,
thought it would be nice to write about how cultural
organizations have affected my life. This is when I just
couldn’t seem to get pen to paper. I was stuck.

I had written previous articles on this topic. Once
as a child, I wrote about the great artists that [ got an
opportunity to see through attendance at TFAS
programs. As I got into my teens, there was the more
bitter text about how, as Indians, we somehow didn’t
respect each other and acted undisciplined at cultural
programs. Later, while in college, I wrote that although
I was far away from being mired in the cultural
program experience, | ended up chairing international
artistic events, even while away from home.

So what has changed that could make for an
interesting article? Now that I am older and with kids
of my own do I have a different perspective? My 8-
year-old daughter once asked me what the TFAS logo
symbolized. You know, the logo of the lotus with a
young shoot growing out of the top. [ told my
daughter that this is supposed to mean that one
generation is working through the organization to bring
culture to the next generation. I think that may have
been some of the larger purpose intended by the
founders of TFAS and other such organizations. But
have we fulfilled that purpose?

I know when I see an ad for an upcoming TFAS
program, I have to think long and hard whether to use
my precious weekend to attend. I think to myself, “I
don’t have time, my children don’t know what they are
missing, and, frankly, the preservation of Telugu
culture is not something that is high on my priority
list.” But something ends up drawing me in. Is it the
fact that my kids enjoy watching the variety of
programs from amateur to professional? Is it the fact
that I like the “undisciplined” nature of cultural
programs, and now chalk it up to “flexibility” and
“informality?” Or, do I simply feel obligated to go
because I know some of the organizers?

The above factors certainly contribute to my
attendance but mostly it is simply comfort — nothing
profound. There is something about waltzing in at
your leisure into a program that may or may not start
on time, meeting old friends, eating good food, and

- Rajita Chennapragada

yes, watching a variety of programming. There is also
a different flavor that was not there when I was a child.
Today’s Indian-American children seem more
“comfortable in their own skin” so to speak. Being
Indian and dressing up in Indian clothes has an appeal
which it didn’t when I was young. Our kids now have
more opportunities to get involved in the arts through
dance, music, and Telugu classes which have sprouted
up in basements all over the tri-state area. They have
more opportunities to actively participate and
showcase their talents to a wide spectrum of not only
other Indians, but non-Indians as well.

This then leads to a bigger question - could
today’s kids take a more active role in leading cultural
organizations? I know this has certainly skipped over
many in my generation. Often, my peers who are in
their 30s and 40s who were raised here in the U.S., are
steeped in careers and some of us have bittersweet
memories of our previous involvements that we stay
away and only criticize the leadership of cultural
organizations.

I should only hope that there is a next group of
people ready to take over leading. However, there
needs to be some caveats. The lessons I learned
through my involvement in cultural organizations is
that the senior leaders should rail in the enthusiasm of
younger folks and listen to their ideas. Let the younger
leaders try out new, innovative, and sometimes daring
concepts. Perhaps sticking to a strictly-timed program
schedule, restricting rambling speeches, and treating all
performers and audience members regardless of
“status” as equal, is not so radical. We can’t be stuck
in the old ways and old habits, since some have worked
and some have failed. This is even more so true for
local groups like TFAS which can provide a forum for
known and not so well known individuals right here in
our community.

So, is it too late for me to once again get involved?
Perhaps not! Maybe there is still hope that I may live
vicariously through my children and more actively
support the cultural organizations around me.

Rajita Chennapragada lives in Bridgewater, New Jersey
and has been member of TFAS since childhood. She has
contributed to Telugu Jyothi for many years including to the
"Step in Right Direction" youth section.Mrs. Chenna-
pragada works as a public health trainer and consultant
and is the mother of 2 children. In what little spare time she
has she is a doctoral student and training for a triathlon.

Ik ®gs

30




IwA) PN 6uTyS (%5 powss

(() Ag

Growing up with TFAS

At the recent fund-raising event held at Royal
Albert Palace in support of the upcoming celebrations
there were many references to the initiation of Telugu
Fine Arts Society, 25 years ago. It is hard to believe
that so much time has passed and even harder to
believe that I was a young girl who was present at the
first TFAS program.

My memories of TFAS include jamming our cars
with microphones, large vessels of sambar, pulihora,
vadas, and various kooralu, rice cookers, coffee pots,
banners, stage decorations, and other paraphernalia to
support the festival we were about to celebrate, the
before-the-program meetings, and the late night after-
the program discussions. [ remember the numerous
artists that stayed in our homes that we shuttled to
malls, New York City attractions, and the airports to
receive them and see them off. I also remember my
parents printing out program itineraries, hosting dinner
meetings, bundling Telugu Jyothis into sacks for the
post office, and setting up coffee pots, serving sambar
and annaalu at the functions, often ruining their pattu
cheeralu in the process, and lots of sleepless nights in
preparation of the programs. Reading this, anyone
may question one’s sanity in taking on this type of
responsibility in addition to full-time jobs. For my
parents and the other TFAS founders, there is only one
answer to this question: their drive and passion to
maintain and inculcate Telugu culture and language to
the next generation was paramount.

When I was younger, I enjoyed attending TFAS
programs as this was my social outlet. I had my social
circle of friends, and we had similar parents with
matching ideals so we felt that we had a place to fit. 1
had numerous opportunities to perform dance, sing, act
in plays, and enjoyed all of these experiences. I also
had the wonderful opportunity to interact with artists
who stayed in our homes such as Vempati Chinna
Satyam’s troupe (the dancers were a little older than us
and it was actually fun to see the vast cultural
differences between their exposures in life and what
we had experienced here), Mandolin Srinivas, Shobha
Naidu’s dance troupe, SP Balasubramanian and SP
Sailiaja and the musicians that accompanied them, to
name a few. I would go willingly to every TFAS
program and actually enjoyed the programs.

My feelings changed, however, once I reached
high school. I had enormous pressure to study well (as
any Telugu kid), to continue to perform music and
dance, to speak in Telugu, and 1 started to feel

- Usha Kidambi

somewhat isolated. There was very little understanding
from my parents as to why I did not want to attend a
TFAS program (even if I had mid-terms starting the
next week), and for why I wanted to stay home. Two
primary reasons for not wanting to attend were at the
forefront: 1) I could never sit and watch all of the
struggles my parents went through during these
programs and I felt obligated to help, as other TFAS
committee member children did also, to support our
parents. Hence, at programs, I collected garbage, lifted
food off of the floor, made sure dressing rooms were
cleaned up, loaded the car, swept the stage, operated
the curtains, and helped with serving dinner, and 2) I
started to change as a person. I felt that I received my
bolus of Telugu culture that would last me for two
lifetimes and wanted to spend more time with my
American friends. I wanted to do things that normal
teenagers did and was exhausted with my guilt for
wanting to defy my parents.

However, what I did not realize at that time was
that the overwhelming reason for my change in
personality was that I was struggling with who I was.
Although I loved the high school I went to and did very
well socially, I still questioned who I really was — it
was as if I could not identify with any part of me — the
Andhra part or the American part and I constantly felt
pulled in two different directions — at home with the
pervasiveness of Telugu language, culture, and food,
and at school with the pressures of American friends,
choices I had to make, and lines in the sand which I
had to draw. This was a challenging time for me and,
looking back, I am able to see that this was quite
normal. The questioning of the sense of self and who
we really are really helps us evolve, to change, to
grow, and to mature. However, it was not without a lot
of sleepless nights and angst. For many years, I did not
attend a single TFAS event, justifying that I had done
my duty during all of the years (and there were many)
that my parents were so deeply involved.

So, now that I have a career, a 7-year old son, my
own life, and the ability to make my own decisions,
what has drawn me back to TFAS? Of course, I think
about my own son and exposing him to Telugu
language and culture, however, I also remember how |
felt growing up as an integral part of TFAS and want to
make sure we have a dialogue and openness and a
compromise as he gets older. I love when I see talented
kids perform — TFAS provides this opportunity and we
are indeed fortunate to have committee members who
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are truly sacrificing their personal time and are making
a choice to drive Telugu culture forward. However, to
be candid, for those like me who grew up here, we feel
a bit disconnected with some of the programs that
TFAS has been recently promoting such as all of the
actors and actresses — we cannot identify with these
“superstars” and, as such, our willingness to attend
these programs becomes a question of what experience
will we gain by attending TFAS events. If the goal is
for the next generation to carry this organization
forward, then perhaps TFAS needs to address some of
the needs that we, who have grown up here, would like
to experience including philanthropic support of
Andhra organizations or organizations here in the US ,
providing academic or cultural scholarships for kids
here to study in India, offering incentives for high
school students to come and support TFAS programs,
conducting focus groups or lectures to help in these
times of economic crisis, offering support services for
former or current TFAS members in times of need, etc.
These are just a sampling of ideas.

The last piece of candid brainstorming that I
would like to offer is this: the number one turn-off for
those who grew up here in attending TFAS programs is
the disorganization and chaos that seems to permeate
all programs despite well-intentioned efforts. For
many years, as my parents conducted these programs, |
kept asking myself, “Why are we so disorganized
DESPITE the extremely hard-working efforts of
individuals who are sacrificing their lives in support of
this organization? Why are we always late to start and
late to finish programs?” For many years, I chalked
this up to TFAS being a volunteer-run organization and
with, despite having a decent core committee, only the
select few that are willing to work, so how much can
the select few accomplish? I had a little bit of an eye
opening experience this past weekend and suddenly, I
had some answers for what may work in alleviating
these issues and I would ask your patience in allowing
me to describe this in additional detail.

This past weekend, we attended the Cleveland
Thyagaraja Aradhana program. This program is 1 %
weeks long, with Carnatic music and classical dance
competitions, with very famous artists (who judge the
competitions) giving concerts and dance programs, and
a week-long dance workshop. The program, itself, in
my opinion, is enormous in scope and very
complicated to conduct. I witnessed four days and was
impressed with the caliber of children that competed
and thoroughly enjoyed the concerts, and I am
planning a trip to the program again next year.

However, in keeping in line with our Indian programs,
every program was behind schedule, people brought
food into the auditorium when told not to, venues were
locked when they should have been left open, and
complaints by the attendees were abundant. Sounds
like a TFAS program to me! My solution for this is
twofold- one is a quick fix and the other will take more
time: 1) every TFAS program needs to be run by a
project manager. This person or team of two project
managers will manage everything from timing of the
acts to the program budget. I’'m not referring to a
bunch of people running around at the last minute to
throw a program together, which often happens. I am
referring to giving the responsibility to a small team to
PLAN for a program. Project managers can have
professional certifications or this team can consist of
an adult and two high school students who are willing
to take on the challenge and receive community service
credit at their high school for conducting the program,
and 2) we need to respect each other and the
organization. Demanding respect, by scaring the
audience into compliance, may work for the short-term
(if it works at all), but the long-term approach needs to
be earning respect by starting programs on time, being
incredibly organized, and providing a quality program
with something in it for every member. It seems that
we forget the basic principles of courtesy and quality
during these programs and we need to find a way, by
serving as a model, to inculcate the “thank you s”, the
“excuse me s”, and the behavior that we so easily
achieve at American programs, here at TFAS.

In conclusion, what TFAS has to offer is plenty —
programs can be designed with something in it for
everyone. We need to work closer with our
membership to find out what will sustain TFAS’s
growth, how TFAS can appeal across generations of
Telugus, and who will take on the responsibility to
drive this great organization forward. Will I continue
to support TFAS? Absolutely! But, will I also continue
to expect greater things from TFAS? You bet.

Usha Kidambi has grown up here and was a member of
TFAS since its inception. She has had the opportunity to
see this organization evolve through the years and actively
participate in many cultural programs.

Usha has a Master's joint degree in Biochemistry from
Robert Wood Johnson Medical School and Rutgers
University. She has a certification in Project Management
(PMP-certified) and currently works as a Project Manager
in drug development at a large Pharma company. She
currently resides in NJ with her husband, Shyam
Perangur, son, Srinaath, and her mother, Prabha
Raghunathan.
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A Sense of Community

I recently met up with a high school classmate
who relocated from Parsippany, NJ to Phoenix, where
my family and I live now. We met over coffee and
while reminiscing about growing up, she remembered
that T used to have all these places to go to over the
weekends - family parties in Morristown, Indian
functions in Piscataway, and a variety of other events
that required dressing up in Indian clothes and heading
out for the day. She was intrigued by my mysterious
“double life” of being a local American kid during the
weekdays, and an Indian kid on the weekends, a set-up
very common amongst my Indo-American generation.

As the conversation drifted from where we were
then to where we are now, she asked me if my family
was involved in the Indian community in Phoenix. |
paused and said with some degree of embarrassment,
“Not really...”. I suppose I could have made up some
excuse like our lives are too busy or the Indian
community in Phoenix is not that visible or their
activities are not very accessible, but none of that is
correct; the truth is, that I since I did not grow up here,
I did not feel the same natural sense of belonging to the
Indian community as I would have if we lived in NJ.
One force behind that earlier feeling of community
came from our involvement in the Telugu Fine Arts
Society.

When I was younger, I probably did not fully
realize the importance of TFAS, an organization with a
goal to preserve Indian culture in America. My sense
of belonging to a Telugu community was strengthened
through the events that TFAS organized. There were
the holiday celebrations like Ugadi and Deepavali
showcasing local talent and food from the “Telugu
Aunty Network”. I recall the professional musicians
and dancers that came from India to perform. I
especially remember an entire dance troupe that stayed
in our house around the time of their show - I
admittedly had a difficult time sharing that experience
with my classmates on Monday morning, but it proved
to be a unique one! Then there was published literature
in Telugu Jyothi, and once in a while when the mood
struck, our family would contribute our own writings,
often our personal reflections of Indians in America.

With family and a close circle of friends that were
strongly involved in TFAS from its inception, the
opportunity to be a part of it all and to passively soak
in the culture seemed effortless. This fact I am
appreciating many years later, on the other side of the
country, where I have to actively seek out what is

- Vasudha Bhatnagar

going on in the surrounding Telugu community, rather
than it being constant in my environment.

I would like to congratulations TFAS on 25 years
of building a strong Telugu community and creating a
solid foundation for future generations. You have
provided a venue to celebrate the fine arts and have
encouraged involvement from members of all ages.
Good luck over the next 25 years!

Vasudha Bhatnagar was born and raised as a
“Bhavaraju’ in Parsippany, New Jersey. After college
and medical school in Pennsylvania, she headed out west
to Phoenix, Arizona and is currently a Pediatrician. She
lives with her husband, Anuj, and two children Kishan, 3,
and Kalyani, 1.

Vasudha has contributed articles to Telugu Jyothi for
many years including to the "Step in Right Direction"
youth section.

Continued from page... 23
Going through Memory Lanes

I wish the future generations to keep this trend to
preserve our culture and traditions.

Note: You may see more details of TFAS in the
1980°s compared to thel990’s and 2000’s. The reason
is two fold: Not many people who came during the
influx in 1990°s would know how this organization
came into existence. The intent is to give some
glimpses of the initial years. The second reason is my
association was curtailed in the 1990’s since most my
time during that period was spent as a trustee of Sri
Venkateswara Temple, Bridgewater, NJ.

Sankara Rao hails from Kadapa district in Andhra
Pradesh. After doing BE (Electrical) he joined Bhilai Steel
Plant as a Construction Engineer in 1965. He was married
to Madhavi, from Madras, in 1966 and migrated to USA in
1974. They have a daughter, Sunitha, and a son, Sapan
Kumar, both physicians and settled in upstate New York. .
He is fond of Carnatic music, played veena and produced
and acted in Telugu stage dramas.

He initiated a Telugu school in 1981 in Bergen County.
Sankara Rao was the member of the first TFAS committee,
one of the founding trustees of the Sri Venkateswara
Temple, in Bridgewater and served as the cultural chair
person.

Sankara Rao and Madhavi started the HELP
Foundation (www.helpfoundation.org) in 1994 and have
been serving 125 orphan and destitute children since then in
India. After working for twenty years at AT&T, he retired in
2006 and spends most of his time with the HELP
Foundation  now. He can be  contacted  at
polepalle@yahoo.com

IWA ‘\%%3

33




IwA) PN 6uTyS (%5 powss

(() Ag

My Journey With TFAS

"Rrrring", rings the phone. I pick it up and hear a
voice, "Nenu Prabha Raghunath. Can I speak to Mrs.
Sudha Devulapalli?" 1 reply, “Yes, I am Sudha”.
Prabha aunty introduces herself and invites our family
to their house for dinner. Thus started a journey that I
paved for myself in 1991 when I moved into Edison
aspiring to spread the art of classical dance imparted by
my great Guru Smt. Uma Ramarao and nurtured by my
parents Sri  Yerramilly Subramaniam and Smt
Kamakshi Yerramilly to the younger generation of
New Jersey. At that time we had meager finances, no
references, and no connections but had lots of
enthusiasm and spirit to do something. On that eventful
night, Raghunath uncle and Prabha aunty extended
their warm hospitality to our already homesick family.
They told us about TFAS-Telugu Fine Arts Society.
They made us understand how TFAS was instrumental
in bonding Pravas Andhras with their native land-
Andhra Pradesh. Many children of the TFAS members
have had the opportunity to be exposed and experience
our rich culture, be it music, dance, drama
through Deepavali, Shankranthi, and Ugadi functions.
In fact both my sons Nikhil and Neeraj look forward to
TFAS events because they can connect with their
Telugu friends without feeling alienated in this foreign
land.

Well, coming back to my original train of
thoughts, that night's dinner ended on a very positive
note when Raghunath uncle asked me to perform for
the Deepavali function. I was overjoyed and my
happiness knew no boundaries. [ still remember
nervously performing to an elite audience of art lovers.
I performed Gaapathi stuti, a tharangam, a javali and
finally ending with a Tarana in Kathak. My
performance was appreciated but most importantly I
struck a long-lasting relationship with some very
warmhearted people. These families have silently
supported me, gave me a vision to start my dance
school and helped to establish the Kalanjali School of
Dance. The encouragement came in the form of student
references, appreciating my amateur work at that time
by attending some of my student's performances, and
giving me opportunities to showcase my work. I thank
several wonderful people such as Kidambi Raghunath
and Prabha, Nirmala and Paramjyoti, Vijaya and
Ramkrishna Chalikonda, Bhavaraju Murty, Janani
Kocherlakota, Karra Laksmi, Syamala Dasika, and
Prasad and Seeta Avatapalli -- the list can go on.

- Sudha Devulapalli

One of my earliest performances was when I was
asked to choreograph Padmavathi Kalyanam written by
Smt. Syamala Dasika for Telugu Culture Center.
Through this performance I came across some very
talented Telugu girls like Komala Mallapaka, Sri
Sudha Avatapalli, Ajanta Jonnalagadda, Leena
Vangipuram, Renuka Ati, Hema and Rama. They later
became my students and brought fame to me.

TFAS plays a very important and crucial role in
encouraging aspiring artists like me. I am sure many
dance teachers must have showcased their talent on
TFAS stage and gained recognition. So many dance
schools have been established and are very successful.
Any classical dance form is a performing art and it is
very necessary for the students to exhibit their skills.
TFAS has never hesitated to provide a platform for
these young aspiring dancers to exhibit their talent.

Likewise TFAS promotes young talent too
enthusiastically. One such instance is the memorable
performance of Vasu Gutti. His performance was so
brilliant that it inspired many youngsters who were
born here to feel that with proper will and hard work
they are no less than artists from India. Sadly we lost
this young talented boy who succumbed to an accident.

My students have felt very fortunate that because
of the efforts of TFAS they are constantly exposed to
the expertise of many eminent artists like Padmasri
Vempati Chinnasatyam, Shobha Naidu, Manju
Bhargavi, Alekhya Punjala, Sandilya, and Pasumarthi
Venketeswara Sarma and a very young dancer Smitha
Madhav recently.

My major breakthrough came when I was asked to
present a dance drama 'Meera Ke Giridhar' by the
TFAS President Dr. Janani Krishna. I was amazed that
a Telugu association they did not hesitate to promote
Hindi dance drama for fund raising. It spoke of their
spirit of integration and the will to embrace an art form
in any language. The event was a success. The families
of my north Indian students established their bond with
TFAS, and since then they never shied away from
allowing their children to perform for TFAS. The
following year I received an award for my humble
service to TFAS.

Through my association with TFAS I had the
fortune to meet many important and accomplished
people in my life. One such person was Dr. Vempati
Chinnasatyam garu who was then touring USA. I had
the fortune of hosting some of the artists in our home.
It was truly a rewarding experience to host such
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eminent artists. In return my children received their
blessings and I had the opportunity to discuss some
dance related topics with them. That year New Jersey
had the privilege to witness two beautiful dance
dramas choreographed by Vempati Chinnastayam
garu: Ramayana and Ardhanariswara.

Then came along another valuable association with
Dr. Uma Eyunni who was then actively involved with
TAGDV. At her request I choreographed the Inaugural
Dance for TANA 2002. She wrote a beautiful dance
drama Rati Vilapam which I presented in TANA. This
alliance with TAGDV led to an introduction to Mr.
Damu Gedala, the current president of TFAS, and then
to many opportunities for my students to perform for
TLCA, TAGDV, TANA, ATA and the Hindu temple
in Bridgewater, NJ.

I also cannot forget the opportunity given to me by
Mr. Ramakrishna Seethala to present a 45 minutes
dance ballet Seeta Swayamvaram for Deepavali
celebrations in 2004.

TFAS also extended its support to my 12 year old
son Neeraj an aspiring singer who loves to sing Telugu
songs. I am sure some of my dear students like
Alekhya Uppala, Amulya, Apurva and Bhargavi
Amu carry many fond memories of their association
with TFAS.

On a parting note, one of my students said during
her arangetram speech, "My journey of dance began
with a pushpanjali on TFAS Stage". During these 10
years there has never been an occasion when I have not
performed in a TFAS function.

Beyond celebrating Telugu festivals TFAS
involves meeting people, exploring your roots,
listening to people chatter in Telugu, and escaping to
motherland for a little while.

TFAS has a group of hardworking community
leaders striving to preserve our rich culture and
heritage so that the subsequent generations can benefit.

I wish TFAS a very happy 25th anniversary
celebration and many more years of success. Jai
Andhra Janani.

——————————————— Contd from Page 28
Are Telugu Associations....

(a) helping desperately needy Telugu families
without jobs, (b) aiding Telugu children with financing
for higher education, (c) assisting Telugu people in
psychological distress, and (d) reacting quickly to help
Telugu people in emergencies.

E) Telugu people in North America are
accomplished and talented professionals in the fields of
Arts, Education, Health, Sciences, Engineering,
Business, etc. Our organizations should recognize
their talents at our meetings, conferences and programs
rather than giving priority to Indian politicians and
movie entertainers. Our financial resources should be
spent more on our community needs than paying
expenses for people visiting from India unless we can
benefit from their talents and in return we can offer
something useful to India.

F) If our organizations are enthusiastic in
organizing cultural programs in India, we should
encourage Telugu artists from here to perform in India
to show to India that we are preserving our cultural
heritage here. In this respect, cultural exchange
programs would be mutually beneficial.

G) Long term survival of non-profit organizations
does not depend on leaders who are hypocrites, non-
working position fillers, and ego-centrists. Visionaries
who commit themselves to the 3 W’s (Work, Wisdom,
and Wealth) can ensure perpetuity of these
organizations that will preserve our cultural values. Do
not be swayed by international and domestic political
affiliations which deliberately target disruption of
unity.

In conclusion, if this article inspires anyone who
becomes a selfless dedicated and committed leader, it
may have served its purpose.

Guthikonda Ravindranath, Ph.D. lives in Edison, NJ
with wife Padmavathy and son Kiron. He retired from
Merck Research Laboratories. Dr. Guthikonda has made
extensive contributions to cultural and philanthropic
activities: The convener for the First Telugu Conference
in New York in 1977 that led to the creation of TANA;
Chairman-TANA  Foundation (1999-01); Chairman-
Constitution & Bylaws Committee (1992-04); Past
Secretary-Vice President-President-TLCA (1973-77).

Dr. Guthikonda established endowment research
grants, scholarships and awards in educational
institutions and funded significant village development
activities in India.
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Me, Myself, and My In-Laws

I sat staring at my prescription pad as tears welled
up in my eyes. In my nervous anticipation, I felt the
familiar wave of nausea passing through me. I grabbed
the edge of my desk to steady myself and stuffed my
stethoscope into my pocket and headed for the ride
home. The time was 6 pm and I tried to forget all of
my patients whom I saw in the hours before including
the 18-year old student from the nearby University
who I hospitalized with a diagnosis of influenza, and
the mother of three whose lab work-up resulted in a my
suspicion of cancer; I hoped for the best, but feared for
the worst. I remembered a time when I treated my
patients with extreme empathy and all the kindness I
could muster and with an energy and drive that was
unstoppable. However, in recent times, my mind was
preoccupied - with my silent and persistent suffering.

My passion for medicine provided me with a
sense of contentment; this and my husband of 8 years,
Ashok. I remembered meeting Ashok at a friend’s
party during medical school. He was a graduate student
majoring in electrical engineering and “fresh off of the
boat”, an “FOB”. Growing up in the US, I could never
imagine in my wildest dreams that I would be
associated with a “FOB”, let alone marry one. But,
Ashok was an atypical FOB as judged by me and my
prejudiced impressions. 1 loved his English-medium
accent, his intelligence, the easy conversations, and his
willingness to accept me for whom I was: a girl who
grew up in the US with high self-confidence, a passion
for my career, with little household experience, and a
little bit of an attitude. I reminisced about growing up
here — excelling in academics and tennis in high
school, being pretty popular with the girls and boys,
but always knowing my limits of who I was, and
controlled exceedingly by my parents. My parents
were strict, like the usual Telugu parents, always
wanting to know whom I was with, where I was going,
and why I needed to hang out at the mall with my
friends. Going to college was as if I had broken out of
a jail and I went insane — attending fraternity parties,
hanging out all night, and neglecting my school work.
After seeing my grades go from straight A’s in high
school to a near college disaster in the making, my
parents pulled me out of college and made me attend
community college until I straightened my act out.
Those years of proving myself and regaining trust from
my parents were the hardest for me and I punished
myself by pushing myself away from friends and fun.
I made it to medical school though, a triumph indeed,
and was off my parents’ blacklist when I introduced

- Anita

Ashok to them — a parents’ dream, an engineer, a
Telugu, and a straight-shooter.  Seven happy years |
had with Ashok and a beautiful baby boy, a now
bubbly and energetic 5 year old, Arya. Little did I
know how I took my happiness for granted, how many
sacrifices I would make, and how I would be forced to
change in a single year.

As I drove home, I felt another pang of nausea
and fought hard to control my bitterness. I was all too
familiar with what would be waiting for me. Growing
up in the US, I valued my privacy and my personal
space and had serious issues with those that violated it.
But, my life changed and all considerations for my
wants and needs were obliterated. The sanctity of my
home was invaded by hours of Eenaadu TV watching,
the strong pervasive smell of agarbathis, and the messy
kitchen with counters sticky from lunch with annam
and sambar. My mother-in-law would be in a fervent
trance reciting her prayers lighting the deepam and
agarbathis oblivious to the tabletop that she had
charred despite our constant reminders to her to be
careful with the deepam. People on the outside were
always impressed with her devoutness and considered
her to be a saint for her religious fervor. Nothing could
be farther from the truth - to me, religion was a vehicle
that some used as means to achieve a spiritual plane, or
a sense of comfort during a troubling time or when
faced with a loss. I used to see all of my patients’
families attend the chapel in the hospital when faced
with devastating news that their loved ones had limited
time on this earth. I used to wonder why they wasted
their time with the divine when their loved ones
suffered a foregone illness, however, as a family
member of a patient dying of cervical cancer said me,
“We are not a religious family, we don’t go to church,
however, we need guidance as to what to do during this
difficult time and we need to know that someone is
watching over us and will show us the way”.

My mother-in-law, if she were truly devout,
would allow her spirituality to guide her, that is, her
thoughts, behavior, etc. However, her religion was like
the moving wind — it suited her needs when it needed
to, such as when others were watching, and other
times, it ceased to exist, especially when she dealt with
me.

When Ashok’s parents moved in, it was the
culmination of endless discussions and arguments that
he and I had. I never wanted them to live with us. I
was not going to tolerate having strangers (and they
were strangers to me) live in my home, when they were
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perfectly capable of being on their own. Moreover, |
argued with Ashok that his parents could fend for
themselves and would be entirely dependent on us here
for everything. My parents were in their own city, 700
miles away, and were always there for us in times of
need, when Arya was born, and when Ashok had a
brief stint in the hospital. Mom cooked for us, Dad
entertained Arya, and then they went home. We all
were very happy being in our own homes. During our
discussions, Ashok would remind me that my parents
would grow old one day and he determined that is was
pure selfishness, on my part, not to take care of them,
which had never been my intention. However, what he
did not understand was that my parents were different
from his parents— my parents were self-sufficient, not a
financial or emotional burden, and never interfered
with our lives. Even if there had come a time when my
mother or father were alone and lived with us or close
to us, we could make choices to make everyone
comfortable. There would be no imposition, just
sincere decisions to ease their life and support them.

I unlocked the front door and Arya ran up to me,
wrapping himself tightly around my legs — as I picked
him up and gave him a slew of kisses, I confirmed the
usual positions of everyone in the house — my father-
in-law snoring loudly in front of the TV booming with
the ridiculous Telugu movie dances, my mother-in-law
lighting yet another agarbathi (I guess her first 10 were
not sufficient), and Ashok parked in front of the
computer in the study. I walked into the disaster called
the kitchen. The table was splattered with chaaru
drippings, there were steel dishes with half-eaten
pappu, a bottle of avakaaya, and lids to the containers
that were half-closed. As I continued my appalling
tour of my kitchen with Arya still clinging to me, I
struggled to pull the cooker out to start dinner. I yelled
for Ashok to help me and after a few more yells, he
emerged as if from a cocoon from the study. The best
part is he came into the kitchen, as if this was the first
time I asked for his help, and he said, “What?” 1 was
livid, “What do you mean, what?”” I thought to myself
— “I do this every day, I come home, cook, clean, serve
your parents, get nothing for it, and go to bed at 11:00
pm every night because your parents won’t eat until
the sun goes down, and you say ‘what?’” 1 used to
come home and argue with Ashok citing all of these
reasons that he should help take care of Arya, however,
I realized very quickly that my life was made a living
hell by my mother-in-law anytime I had anything to
challenge Ashok on. Ever since his parents arrived,
Ashok was a changed man — he actually, literally
transformed into a 20-year student dependent on his

parents for everything. When we were first married,
and even when Arya was born, Ashok was such a help
with everything that my parents marveled at my good
fortune. Maybe it was their constant praise that
“drishti-fied” him or something like that. With his
mother around, Ashok turned into a heap of putty. My
mother-in-law made the calls on everything — she
instructed him to leave the kitchen when he was called
in by yours truly for help with the dishes, she ordered
him to bed early so that he would get plenty of rest for
his “engineering” job (a 9 — 5 pm job with no calls,
nothing, unlike what I struggled with — long hours,
emergency surgeries, and calls every other weekend),
and she made him oil-laden food and sweets which
had made him overweight, unhealthy, and just plain
lazy.

I never knew how to cook and as I struggled with
getting dinner on the table, I was impressed with my
ability to make pappu, pacchadi, and chaaru. Although
I was pleased with my progress in the kitchen, my in-
laws always had a lot to say about there not being
enough salt, too much pulupu, too little kaaram, etc.,
and they were right in their assessments. So I worked
harder to gain the right blend of tastes, hoping that out
of 10 meals I prepared, I could receive one
compliment, but that never happened. Criticism was
replaced by silence. A silence that I assumed was a
good thing, that I was making progress, but later
determined through frequent whisperings of criticism
by my mother-in-law to Ashok, that silence was not a
good thing. The interesting aspect of this was that my
in-laws never faced me with their feelings- if they had,
we could have it in the open, once and for all.
However, all actions were done through “passive-
aggressive” behavior. Their reticence became all too
familiar. It took me a while to catch on that by being
forthcoming and honest about issues, I was not helping
the situation, so I, too assumed that silence is golden.
The difference being between me and my mother-in-
law that I could not share my feeling with anyone, so I
kept them locked inside.

Although I was very apprehensive with Ashok
about his parents coming, he eventually convinced me
that it was the right thing to do — I saw his side, and I
saw that compassion was important and I felt like a
spoilt brat and very small for initially putting up a
battle. At the end, I caved in; I convinced myself that
they were two elderly people that needed
companionship and that there would come a time when
their children would have to care for them as they had
cared for their children, and all I could think of was
how they sacrificed their lives so that their children
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could achieve greater heights. I also thought about
how great it would be for Arya to have his
grandparents to teach him all the things I never learned
from my parents, such as Hindu mythology, Telugu,
and slokas. Much to my disappointment, however, my
in-laws were very protective of their time. They
favored watching Telugu movies over spending time
with Arya. After dreaming about Arya being home
right after school, he eventually had to be sent to
aftercare since my in-laws showed little interest in
caring for him.

As I lay in bed that night, I wondered why I was
so miserable with my in-laws. Was it their obvious
contempt for me, never even asking how my day was
or acknowledging my presence? Was it my American-
accent laden Telugu which I strived to improve? It is
true, I made a lot more money than Ashok — to me,
money came and money went. Although my parents
were well-off, that was in recent times, following years
of struggling and taking care of familial obligations in
India. By the time I got to high school, my parents had
settled down and were more stable. I remembered the
times that we were poor — we had very little money,
shopped at bargain stores, but were happy. However, 1
rationalized in my mind that if I made more money
than Ashok, was a professional, and basically a good
person with a heart, then why I was allowing myself to
be treated in this way? Or was there something lacking
in me — was I too impatient (a definite flaw that I was
aware of), was I too set in my ways, what was it? [
realized through my analysis of myself that I was very
American. [ had core Indian values that my parents
instilled in me, such as treating guests well, always
having good food to entertain, helping others, and
creating stability for contentment which is what
attracted me to Ashok. I knew he had my parents’
Indian values, yet brought me into the current Indian
scene, something my parents were unable to do as their
Indian time was frozen in the 1960’s, the time they left
India for here. My American side shaped my

independence, my strong sense of self, and my desire
to give of myself and follow my dreams, courage to
look beyond the ordinary, a deep feeling of gratitude
for what life had to offer, and, most importantly, a
sense of compassion for others. That compassion was
not reserved for my immediate family, it extended
beyond that, for others whom I did not know anything
of, but was willing to extend my heart and helping
hand. I lay there thinking of how I opened my hearts
to Ashok’s parents, how I tried to learn and change by
painstakingly  learning Telugu, embracing the
opportunity to offer something more to my son,
making wholehearted attempts to cook Andhra dishes,
and most of all, opening up my home to allow perfect
strangers to live with us. I wondered in deep earnest
what I received in return — contempt? Lack of
understanding of the things important to me?
“Passive-aggressive “behavior saved for me? Through
this analysis, I finally realized what was lacking in my
relationship with my in-laws, I realized that my
compassion was one-sided, and it would never change.
I realized that I was but a mere annoyance to them — a
price they had to pay to be close to their son. Beyond
this, it was a lack of empathy for me and my existence.
Perhaps, it was not personal, I don’t know. All I knew
was that I still felt compassion for them; I knew that
even if my in-laws left the very same day, as happy as I
would be that I won my life back, that I would still
worry about them and would still make sure that they
were okay and do whatever was necessary to make
them comfortable. I would still visit them and would
not harbor negative feelings. However, I was not so
sure that this compassion was mutual.

Tomorrow was another day, another feeling of
nauseating anticipation, another feeling of defeat, or
was it? What could I do to break this cycle? What
could I do to lift myself from these doldrums to feel
what I felt before — invigorated, excited, and happy? I
was not sure what I would do, but I knew I had to take
matters into my own hands.
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