















Praise for Her Name Is Kaur



It’s rare to find a book that makes you want to sit down and pray with an open heart, but Her Name Is Kaur does just that. Editor Meeta Kaur has gathered in this volume exquisite stories of how Sikh American women live their spiritual journeys, their loves, their losses, and their triumphs. This is both an important contribution to women’s studies and a moving testimony to the power of religious community.


—Daisy Hernández, author of
Colonize This! Young Women of Color on Today’s Feminism


Groundbreaking. I read Her Name Is Kaur in one sitting, heart quickening at each page, tears streaming at one point, as if quenching a centuries-long thirst. The courage coursing through each story is unmistakable—and reveals what it means to be a Kaur: with love as her moral compass, she becomes the one she is waiting for.


—Valarie Kaur, National Interfaith Leader and Founder of Groundswell


Written with honesty and courage. Her Name Is Kaur is a tapestry of love, friendship, commitment, and acceptance. Meeta Kaur’s book is a selection of intriguing, eloquently crafted, and heartfelt personal narratives of Sikh women who share their stories of sacrifices, expectations, and challenges and deal with the complexity of relationships from dating, marriage, and finding true love to exploring one’s sexuality to discovering what it means to be a KAUR. A beautiful journey of the human spirit, self-realization, and ultimately … having faith.”


—Harpreet Kaur, filmmaker, Sach Productions


It has been an honor to read the stories of the women in Her Name Is Kaur. So sweet and humbling is this process of unshrouding one’s self and finding a sort of liberation in a community of human imperfections, shared re-membering, gendered reclamation, and revealing vulnerabilities. The stories are filling a space in my heart that I did not yet know was open to be claimed, bringing deeper meaning to Sikh sisterhood. This collection is a game-changer.


—Kirpa Kaur, Director, SAFAR and independent scholar


Her Name Is Kaur is a delightful collection of narratives of second-generation Sikh women living in America. These narratives provide us with a rare window into the lived experiences of different Sikh American who are constantly striving to maintain their Sikh identity in the face of new challenges. My heartiest congratulations go to Meeta Kaur, the editor of this remarkable book, for giving us much hope and inspiration.


—Pashaura Singh, professor, Dr. Jasbir Singh Saini Endowed Chair
in Sikh and Punjabi Studies, University of California at Riverside


Her Name Is Kaur is a very important volume that uses the power of storytelling to amplify the voices of Kaurs, and to inspire the rest of us to gain strength from their narratives. Their stories teach us that falling in and out of love—with place, with men, with children, with God, with women, and with themselves—is a struggle on the precipice of time and eternality. Highly enjoyable for the casual reader, this book is also an indispensable resource for university classes in women’s studies, religion, and immigration studies.


—Rahuldeep Singh, Assistant Professor of Religion, Director of
the Center for Equality and Justice, Cal Lutheran University


Her Name Is Kaur pushes past the boundaries of romance to illuminate the love at the very heart of faith. In this groundbreaking book, Meeta Kaur has gathered a diverse and fresh group of stories of growing up Sikh and redneck, Sikh and queer, Sikh and daydreaming, Sikh and heartbroken, Sikh and deeply beloved. Whether discussing the everyday (mother-in-law conflicts) or the taboo (mental illness), these women writers share colorful, intense, and engaging adventures that range from Los Altos to Toronto to Chandigarh. This collection deserves a place on the shelf of everyone interested in South Asian cultures, women of America, and just good storytelling.


—Minal Hajratwala, author of Leaving India:
My Family’s Journey from Five Villages to Five Continents
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This book is dedicated to my mother, father, and brother, who taught me to never give up on love, that the struggle for love is worth everything, and to value the priceless nature of Waheguru’s love through compassion, courage, and commitment.


This book is also dedicated to Banjot, Benanti, and Sidak, who show me what love is every day.


And finally to all of the Kaurs and Singhs worldwide. May our presence bring love, peace, and compassion to the world.




rang tamasa pooran aasaan kabhi na bi-aapai chintaa.


May love be yours and your hopes fulfilled. May you never be
worn by worry.


—Guru Arjan Dev Ji, the fifth Sikh Guru





Introduction
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Growing up, I watched my mother, nani, and maasis gather around our kitchen table like five-star generals preparing for battle. Dressed in eyelet salwaar kameezes with their brown-black hair pinned up in buns, they organized family celebrations, kirtans, and critical family meetings to determine the future of each child. Each woman exuded self-confidence in her own abilities, seldom questioning her decisions. And when one did, she asked the others and they generously shared their wisdom, forming a strong alliance. They often concluded that the extra baturas (fried bread) made for a kirtan, the additional money saved and then spent on graduate school for each child, or the extra Sukhmani Sahib prayer conducted for my Mamaji (maternal uncle) dying of cancer was all worth it. “A little more …” they’d say, despite the aching backs and throbbing knees. “We are almost done,” was always the way with these women. They filled the kitchen, family room, and bedrooms with loud and passionate planning debates in Punjabi while punctuating the smallest of details in Catholic School English. Our home, like so many others in the Sikh American community, became a busy command central for the important events that bound us together and united us as a family and community. I remember my father, uncles, and brothers standing ready and willing to execute whatever the vision was. I also honor the moments in my home and so many other homes when my mother, nani, and maasis stood steadfast to be understood and treated as respected equals, their God-given right as Sikh women.


With the bar set so high, I was curious to see if I could meet these expectations as an adult. I was also eager to know what gave these women the grace and resolve to stand centered in their autonomy with such assurance and faith. Throughout their struggles and triumphs as immigrants, as professionals breaking new ground in US institutions, and as mothers and wives bridging the social and cultural gaps between Sikhism and America, they have repeatedly demonstrated how Sikh women are primary stakeholders in family, community, professional life.


They are Kaurs: Sikh women, daughters of the Sikh Gurus, unfettered by limitations of gender, class, or patriarchy. I believe they derive inspiration from the unconditional love and faith the Sikh Gurus demonstrated throughout Sikh history, and these Kaurs set out to achieve a similar type of love and faith in today’s world.


As a young reader, I searched in vain for the Kaur voices I grew up with. I found solace in other women’s voices; South Asian, African American, Latina, and American Enlightenment writers resonated with me, but I still yearned to find the voices that shaped me. When I didn’t find them, I asked American Kaurs across generations to tell their truest stories of love as Sikh American women living in the United States. This is how Her Name Is Kaur came to be.


The beauty of these stories is that they not only tell, they ask: What does it mean to be a Sikh American woman in today’s world? The voices are distinct and the experiences on the Sikh spiritual path are varied, but three tenets bind us together: hard work, honesty, and love. In the pages of this collection, we explore what it takes to love fully while also making mistakes, learning how to love ourselves while also loving those around us, and staying resolved to love the world no matter what. These Sikh love stories are expressed through personal journeys, relationships, family, work, and our faith in Waheguru. These writers have brilliantly unpacked the traditional “love story” and re-engineered it into Sikh stories of love that reflect back our humanity and the power of our faith.


Today, as a community, Sikh women are experiencing a renaissance—a re-envisioning, renewal, and rebirth. There is a growing desire to honor and write about the experiences of Sikh women in the home, community, and in public life. But it takes tremendous courage to write a personal narrative, especially a narrative that depicts a character’s transformation from vulnerable to determined—from crying in a corner to gathering herself up to exhibit the internal strength of Sikh heroines like Mai Bhago or Mata Gujri, or in today’s world, Malala Yousafzai. This collection does not represent all of the stories Sikh American women are creating in their day-to-day lives, but it is a very strong start towards deeper conversations. I have found that the space to write and share these stories has sparked a deeper trust and respect amongst Sikh American women, and I hope it continues. I believe these stories move us beyond the limitations the world places on Sikh women and all women and ushers us into a place where we understand ourselves as whole, honored, and free to pursue our highest potential as spiritual beings. Please join me in celebrating these Sikh American writers as they celebrate their identities, stories, and capacity for love as Sikh American women. We have the opportunity to share and celebrate the sisterhood that quietly perseveres in so many Sikh homes and take that step toward a larger sisterhood within our community and across spiritual and cultural communities in the world.


There are five sections to this book as there are five rivers in Punjab and five kakkars (articles of faith) we live by as Kaurs.


Anakh – Living with Dignity. Kaurs explore the critical development of self-love and dignity.


Himmat – The Courage to Live as a Kaur. Kaurs illustrate the integrity it takes to live fully as Sikh American women devoted to themselves and their faith.


Sehaj – Graceful Acceptance. Kaurs depict the struggles and losses that move us to surrender to Waheguru (God).


Sanjog – Written in the Stars. Kaurs embrace the opportunities that life presents them in their search for true partnership and love.


Dharam – Our Sacred Work in the World. Kaurs exhibit compassionate leadership, working to preserve civil and human rights.


As you read the stories, please use the appendices and glossary to learn more about Sikh culture through the Gurmukhi terms in italics.


Her Name Is Kaur: Sikh American Women Write About Love, Courage, and Faith is a project established by The Sikh Love Stories Project, a larger creative collective.





Foreword:
Beanta
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Her Name Is Kaur: Sikh American Women Write about Love, Courage, and Faith is a kaleidoscopic anthology of twenty-five narratives. Written in the lyrical modality of the “I” by Sikh American women, they erupt the mute silence idealized as the “jewel” of women in conventional Indic society. Their stylistic immediacy pulls readers into their multicultural twenty-first-century reality. Although Sikhs have been a major presence in North America for over a century, very little is known about them, and much less so about Sikh women. For the general public this volume illuminates a vibrant segment of the American population and strengthens the “patchwork heritage” evoked by President Obama during his historic inaugural address. Importantly, in a religiously diverse country, these heartfelt narratives intimately familiarize the “foreign.” Individual snapshots shatter simplistic stereotypes. They help us understand the complexities and intricacies that shape Sikh American women. This anthology is indeed a timely and significant contribution towards overcoming the corroding xenophobic “fear of ourselves” so accurately diagnosed by Professor Diana Eck (A New Religious America, Harper Collins, 2001).


For the Sikhs this work offers a rich reservoir of self-affirmation. They can identify with the joys, anxieties, pain, desires, and dilemmas voiced here by sisters, daughters, friends, lovers, mothers, wives, and daughters-in-law. They can draw upon a wide range of experiences—that of students, scientists, anthropologists, computer-scientists, teachers, lawyers, physicians, writers, filmmakers, social activists, human rights activists … Interestingly, the volume includes not only women born in a Sikh household, but also former Hindu and Baptist women who have adopted Sikhism. Nevertheless, Sikh ideals, values, spaces, and identity are woven into each of their textures. The varied authors share the greeting Sat Sri Akal and the ubiquitous Waheguru; they share the daily routine of the morning JapJi and the evening Rahiras; they share the ceremonies of Anand Karaj (wedding) and Antim Ardas (at cremation); they share the feeling of exaltation in Babaji’s room (enshrines Sikh sacred scripture) and the mesmerizing beauty of the Harmandar Sahib; they share the heartbreak at the 1984 violence back in India and the tragic 2012 shooting at the Gurudwara Sahib in Milwaukee. How often do we encounter these in mainstream literature? Even an innovative South Asian-American volume on women and gender leaves out the Sikh experience (Living Our Religions: Hindu and Muslim South Asian-American Women Narrate Their Experiences (Virginia: Kumarian Press, 2009)). Her Name Is Kaur affirms a Sikh person’s sense of being and becoming. A reader’s habits, lifestyle, sacred spaces, treasured scriptural verses, cultural tensions, vulnerabilities, strengths, inter-generational conflicts, clash between tradition and modernity, pressures of home and work … are right on the page! Such recognition raises one’s consciousness; it gives self-authenticity. Any tight constricting loneliness opens to a wide inter-subjective feeling. In her introduction editor Meeta Kaur celebrates the deep trust that developed amongst the authors during the writing process. That profound collective togetherness embraces their readers as well. The volume splendidly succeeds in creating a vital communal building block, a sangat men and women can meaningfully participate in. For sure, the male protagonists in the lives of the narrators, the male supporters of this project, and all the male readers are equal and essential participants!


These are also inspirational autobiographical portraits. Strongly grounded in their faith and history, the authors “write the self to write the world.” With the name “Kaur” they assert their agency, for “Kaur” is an expression of radical change in the patrilineal structure. Traced to Guru Gobind Singh, “Kaur” eliminated the family name, caste, and profession that had come down from the father and his father through the centuries. As “Kaur”, women do not adopt the name of the father at birth nor that of the husband at marriage. Each narrative in Her Name Is Kaur reverberates with an ineffable inner power. In their own and different ways the authors remind us of the Sikh Gurus’ repudiation of caste-ism, classism, sexism, and bigotry. The Kaur-s here courageously ask: Why dowry? Domestic violence? Privileging of sons? Marriage to be the defining point in a girl’s life? Why can’t my Sikh sisters and I do seva in the inner sanctum of the Harmandar Sahib? Why can’t I marry a fellow Sikh from another caste? Why can’t I marry a person from another religion? Why can’t I be in a same-sex relationship? What do age-old androcentric norms have to do with my Sikh religion? Full of faith they state, “Sikhi does not teach hate or discrimination, but people do.” The Sikh Gurus were phenomenally liberal for their day and age. Their aspiration for equality, inclusivity, and gender justice is poignantly concretized in these personalized pleas. While reading Her Name Is Kaur, such images of the Gurus spontaneously flash on our mental screen: a non-homophobic Guru Nanak is sitting comfortably as he discusses divine love with a cross-dressed Sufi Sheikh Sharf (b-40 Janamsakhi painting #50), Guru Gobind Singh is offering the ambrosial amrit to his Five Beloved so they sip from the same bowl and spew out hegemonies of caste and class, the founder Guru is surrounded by men and women reciting ambrosial hymns together by the banks of the river Ravi in Kartarpur … The narratives incite us to carry on the liberating momentum generated by the visionary Sikh Gurus and actualize the enormous potential of their teaching.


Our diasporic writers embody the humanity and the inclusivity central to the Sikh religion. They do not view the host country as the other. Completely at home in the West, they do their best to subvert oppression in its various guises and make this world a better place for all of us. What is written in one narrative—“Sikhi teaches us to find the light of Waheguru within everyone”—replays throughout this text. A Sikh physician sees her beloved son in every child she takes care of at her hospital in the USA. Another physician and a human rights activist upon returning to a post-1984 Punjab, “felt a granular connection to each and every Punjabi,” including darjis, cha-valas, rickshaw-vallahs, and dhobis. A doctor mother in her aching pain for her lost twins bonds with all the mothers who lost their children in the 1984 genocide in Amritsar and Delhi. For a youngster who grew up in the deep American South, perfect strangers soon become family and friends. The Kaur who practices Sikhism as “the art of battle” challenges norms “by embodying knowledge of those nothing like me.” Breaking constricting egoistic boundaries these Kaur-s confidently walk out on the world stage. Their boundless passion and compassion for fellow humans establishes strong inter and intra religious bonds.


And so they open up for us significant new ways of recognizing the past and of being in the present. The Kaur at Guru Gobind Singh’s birthplace in Patna writes, “It dawned on me that he was an immigrant like me.” Her identification with the Tenth Guru enlivens Sikh collective history and generates important insights into his personality. The first author in this volume sees her Sikh past through the lens of Margaret Mitchell’s epic novel Gone with the Wind. The concluding author, a filmmaker, hears rhythmic echoes of Guru Nanak in thinkers as distant as Bullhe Shah and Joseph Campbell. With these writers we not only animate our past but also design new arabesques for mutual understanding. With them we get to enjoy our global reality while sipping the typical Punjabi drink of Rooh Afza mingled with the waters of the Savannah River.


Of course the singular force energizing these remarkable bridge-builders and agents of transformation is the Guru Granth Sahib. Love is the leitmotif of Sikh scripture and so it is of this volume: “love is our most powerful, lasting form of activism.” As they aspire to subvert oppression from their own unique perspectives, the twenty-five writers empower themselves with the sublime verse. In fact the unique way in which the respective authors understand, interpret, and apply the hymns of divine love in their everyday complex transnational lives, exposes us to a rich hermeneutics of the sacred text. Their organic integration disrupts our habitual patterns of perception and creates exciting possibilities to imagine, know, and relate with one another and with the Divine.


The epigraph of this book is itself a verse from Guru Arjan in the measure Gujari (GGS, p. 496). The hymn expresses a mother’s desire for her child to enjoy worldly colors and entertainment while immersed in divine love. The material of the clothes adorning our body must be transcendent honor; the ingredient of the food we eat must be constant divine praise. So with love for the singular One within and around us we exist enjoying infinite delights (anad ananta)--ripples of love and joy extending to our fellow beings (sat sang teri preet). My mother, who is no more, recited this particular hymn for my birthday each year. Personally, from the very outset, this volume hit me at a visceral level, and the more I read it the more deeply it imprints my consciousness with new insights and experience. I want to express my enormous gratitude to the editor and the authors for the precious gift of Her Name Is Kaur: Sikh American Women Write about Love, Courage, and Faith.


—Nikky-Guninder Kaur Singh


Professor and head of Religious Studies Department, Colby College








February 1, 2014


Fisherwoman


Preeti Kaur
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For the Kaurs Who Share The Responsibility of Word
Kaur derives from Kanvar which means Prince
which is The One With the Responsibility
(And also in remembrance of the girls lost, born and unborn.)


i am looking for love


i am looking for the lost


cave at the lost ocean’s


bottom where the abyssopelagic fish


swim i throw my fishing


line at the space of all lost


things the space between


my legs the space which gorges


blood the space within chambers


of heart the space my liver


unlocked like jewelry box


the space where words forbidden


the space between ladder


rungs of loss in a sea


horse’s spine tapered like mortality


i braid my seaweed


hair into a nitnemi net


tread churning flow (why call her bad?)


where Queens are born


i am looking for love


my skin salted into bride paddling


the thieves in gulf of khambat my boat carved of five


starfish arms i circumambulate four times round


this Harbor speaking sat santokh daya nimrata


pyaar searching for the Baba


in Bakala


swimming for herself


a Queen being born





Part 1: Anakh


Living with Dignity
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Gone with the Pind


Sonam Bhimbra
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“Don’t you let me catch you not saying ‘Yes, ma’am’ and ‘No, ma’am,’ y’hear me?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


My mind wandered back to this exchange between an elementary school teacher and our second grade class many years ago as I replied to the scary, heavily made-up, thick, nasally, Bronx-accented drugstore cashier in New Jersey when I was visiting extended family. “What I look like? Who says ‘ma’am’?” Thirteen-year-old me apologized and hauled my ass out of there. I thought everyone said that; you were supposed to. And that’s when I realized I might be a Southerner.
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I didn’t realize it when I wore John Deere paraphernalia. (“Ooh, they love tractors in Punjab too.” —My parents)


Or when I went to my friend’s house and every inch of her wall was covered in taxidermy deer heads.


Or when I used to sing along every time Gretchen Wilson’s “Redneck Woman” came on the radio.


Or when I went to the racetrack, where hundreds of impassioned white people watched cars go around in circles.


Or when complete strangers would voice their concern about my salvation, declaring that my heathen self “needed to be saved.”


Or when I visited family in New York and California and they tried to imitate my accent. “You have a twang,” they assured me. Listening to their politically correct Yankee selves trying to say “y’all” correctly still didn’t tip me off to this fact.
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We moved to South Carolina when I was just knee-high to a grasshopper. Though I can’t remember, I’d like to think five-year-old me had tried her best to reason with my parents’ naiveté. We came here in ’95, and it has been my life’s goal ever since then to get the hell out. We left Queens, New York, a hub of diversity, for Hardeeville, South Carolina, a hub of rednecks. This has resulted in the unusual upbringing that my younger brothers and I share, a peculiar blend of Southern hospitality and Punjabi traditions. We eat makkhi di roti and cornbread. We say “Sat Sri Akal” and “Bless your heart.”


After seventeen years in Bumfuck, South Carolina, I’ve learned that small towns are another world. I’ve learned that I’ve spent my entire life in a bubble. I’ve learned that Southerners have a really weird reputation in other parts of this country (usually for good reason). But most of all, I’ve learned that even though I will probably deny it if you ask me: I truly love this place.


I often wonder what was going on in my father’s head when he decided that we needed to leave New York and migrate South, leaving the safety of our diverse Jamaica, Queens, neighborhood for the wide-open white (really white) boonies of the South. His turban must have been tied on too tight. I mean sure, he got a really good job here that led to his having his own private medical practice, and my mom loved the lack of snow and the peace and quiet. They thought it would be a great place to raise kids; New York was just too crazy. But I really wonder if they thought it all the way through.


When we moved here, our parents put us in a small private school. It was not uncommon to attend a private school, mind you. This was not one of those bougie, preppy, squash-playing kinds you’re thinking about. It was a small brick building with three hallways. One was the elementary school, one was the middle school, and the other was the high school. Roughly five hundred students in the entire school, K–12. I attended this school from kindergarten all the way up to twelfth grade. The school’s insignia was the Confederate flag, a symbol whose meaning and controversial (read: racist) history I was unaware of until I entered college. The alchemic transmutation of Punjabi-speaking brown baby to Carolina country girl was ineluctable.


My younger brother experienced the transformation right away, too. To be able to attend our school, he was forced to cut his hair in pre-K because hair past the collar was “against the dress code,” as were facial hair, tattoos, facial piercings, and untucked shirts. “But we are Sikh; it’s part of our religion,” my mother explained. Unfortunately, they didn’t play when it came to the dress code. My pigtailed brother’s beautiful kesh was shorn. It broke my father’s heart, but my mother comforted him. “If he decides to grow his hair when he’s older, it will be that much more meaningful.” The first thing my brother did when he left this school in tenth grade was to grow out his luscious beard.


I was the only non-white in my class for the first two years. Then finally, in second grade, we got our first black kid. His parents were from Zimbabwe, so we were pretty much in the same immigrant boat. I don’t think either of us knew exactly what was going on as we screamed our heads off at pep rallies with Confederate flag temporary tattoos on our cheeks, yelling “The South will rise again!” Not really but, you get what I’m saying, actually, I think we really did say that once.


I remember having crushes on the whitest boys ever. Like, i’ma-go-lynch-me-a-nigger-ancestory white. I mean, I didn’t have that much of a variety to pick from. Fifty shades of white, we’ll call it. Camo jacket wearing, dip chewing, blue-eyed, blonde-haired good ol’ boys really did it for me. But I knew we could never be together for the sole reason that I had more hair on my body in sixth grade than they would have in their entire lives.


I didn’t really realize how Southern (read: “whitewashed”) I was until I came to college and met actual people of color. The unspoken understanding shared between my first Punjabi friend and me was something I had never experienced before. I surrounded myself with brown faces to make up for the lack of color in my earlier years. Yet this contrast emphasized how very much a product of my environment I was. Going to school in Charleston, South Carolina, the blue eye in a red state, was a culture shock for me. I had never seen so much diversity before, mind you, a college that was 90 percent white was diverse to me. Never before had I known Persians, Moroccans, Egyptians, Vietnamese, Jamaicans. Never before had I known people so like me, and so unlike me at the same time.


Another red flag was when my younger brother started learning about American history at his not-so-country school (the public school system he attended in Georgia was much more of this planet—no school-sponsored Confederate flags). I remember him working on his Civil War PowerPoint, and my inner Confederate was awakened. I remember the pride I felt when I learned that South Carolina was the first state to secede from the Union. I was so clueless and brainwashed that I was proud of my state for divorcing the Union largely because of South Carolina’s commitment to the institution of slavery (largely because of South Carolina’s commitment to the institution of slavery) I also developed an unusually deep distaste for William Tecumseh Sherman. My little brother would say, “What are you talking about, you weirdo? He was a Union military hero,” and I’d respond, “No, Robert E. Lee was a hero. Show some respect.”


Yet the fact that the cemetery down the road from our house is segregated to this day never felt quite right. Though I was too young to put a finger on the feeling quite then, the gravestones I made crayon rubbings on not only elucidated the name and dates of these peoples’ lives, but also the racism, classism, and fear that is so profoundly embedded in the collective psychosis of our nation. How some people could adhere to some illusory division even after death befuddled me.
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We lived right on the Savannah River. The only non-whites in our neighborhood. The South had quite the influence on our brownness, but we brought our Indian flavor to this tiny little town, too. We went to church a few times with family friends, and occasionally friends came to the gurudwara with us. We tailgated at football games, and they learned how to pao the bhangra. Moments like these I relish most as they serve as a reminder that it was once almost okay to be brown in America, Sikh in the South. Remembering that five-year-old me was given the honor of being the flower girl for our closest family friend’s wedding (and the most Southern people I have ever met) at their Baptist Church to the many times my best friend in second grade would come over pretty much just to run to “Babaji’s room,” as we called it, put on a chunni, light incense, and recite the Japji Sahib because she thought that was the coolest thing ever. Needless to say, she was my parents’ favorite. I knew these two cultures could come together in harmony, and it was up to me to prove it. In our post-9/11, Islamo, brown-phobic society, it has become my mission to promote Sikh awareness more so than ever.


They say Sikhs who wear the dastaar are born to stand out and have a far greater responsibility than those of us who can pass inconspicuously. My dad was definitely not afraid to stand out. And not just because of his turban.


It was not unusual for him to bike to the clinic. “Ay doc, your car break down? You need a ride?” concerned patients would often pull over to ask. Nope, he was just biking five miles to work because he enjoyed the exercise. He also liked to coerce chubby middle-school-aged me to bike the long arduous journey to the boat ramp with our dogs almost daily. Now, let me tell you, we lived in the boonies. Biking through this thickly wooded area, I often saw snakes and once even a baby alligator on the side of the road, but did this possible threat to our safety worry my dad? Nope. Neither did the armadillos or the probably-rabid-disease-infested possum, which I was sure the dogs were going to provoke, resulting in my being viciously attacked if I didn’t pedal like hell. In the meantime, my dad was already out of sight because my lardass was too slow to keep up. That wasn’t even the worst part. Once we got to the boat ramp, my dad would take me, and my brother, once he was old enough to come on these fabulous excursions with us, to this cemented area overlooking the water and make me do Surya Namaskara with him. The man had no idea what a hippy he was. Sounds kind of nice to some of y’all, but let me tell you: it was not nice. The dogs would slobber all over me every time I got into plank, mosquitoes biting me all over; I could hear strange animal sounds coming from the trees; and we looked like freaks doing downward facing dog as boats passed by—boats filled with perplexed fishermen trying to figure out why their respected and poised Dr. B had his rear end in the air.


“Where’d you get this watermelon?” I asked when he picked us up from the bus stop one day.


“Dasher,” he replied.


The barter system was not unusual for patients like Mr. Dasher who weren’t insured but who did have a dope little garden going. It also wasn’t unusual for us to know the names, addresses, pets, favorite colors, and horoscopes of most of the patients. Other patients used to bring fresh fruits and vegetables for Dr. B too. Something probably unfathomable to the big city doctors. But in these kinds of Southern pinds, villages, anything goes.


They loved him. He was even a special guest for our town’s annual Ebony Fest once! He was an internist/nephrologist, but he was all about natural cures and Ayurveda and whatnot. It wasn’t unusual for my mother to run into patients at the grocery store asking where the nearest Indian grocery store was, so they could get some haldi (turmeric).


There’s a hardened thug somewhere deep in the projects of Hardeeville who is still doing Baba Ramdev breathing exercises, I’m sure of it.
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I know the topic of 9/11 and the effect it had on Sikhs has been written about ad nauseam, but it’s undisputable how this event transformed, or at least brought to light, this nation’s racial landscape. Islamaphobia hurts us all. Thirteen years later, my little brother still has to hear things like “son of Osama,” by people who have never even seen our father.


“Random security checks” are always fun.


“She beeped and he didn’t?!” I’ll never forget the TSA officer that expressed his surprise when my metal belt buckle set the detector off while my father passed through without beeping, as if it was out of the realm of possibility that a brown man in a turban could walk through an airport without setting off alarms. I was probably fourteen or so, but I was heated the rest of the flight, while my father acted like he hadn’t heard the TSA agent’s remarks. Nothing ever got to him. He never lost his composure.


Even when, after thirteen years of being an inherent part of our community, my father was accused of a crime he did not commit. Even when he was arrested publicly and jailed without a lick of evidence. Even when his name was libeled in the local newspapers. Even when the judge, his own patient, took the side of the white family friend who accused him of the crime. Even when it became clear that all it takes is melanin to be considered a felon in this country. Even when he lost his medical license and fled the country so he could keep working. Even as I watched our entire lives turn upside down. He always maintained his composure.


I saw my mother make sacrifices we will never be able to repay her for so we could stay in America and focus on our education. Though my younger brothers were deprived of physical father presence, he called every day. Twice a day. He knew what was going on with our lives from thousands of miles away more than when he had been here. But none of us could ever fully understand what the other went through in the span of those five years. Sometimes we didn’t have money for basic things like food. Sometimes we felt alone. Our memories managed to sustain us in times like those.


A favorite is the many beach days we spent at Hilton Head Island, our entire family blissfully hypnotized by the ocean. Watching my brothers skim board, my dad floating serenely in the sea while my mom sunbathed, I sometimes wondered if Guru Arjan Dev Ji experienced a similar enchantment when he wrote, “Just as the waves that break and rise, but then return to water, we too will merge again with the One.”


South Carolina will always be my home. Hell, I’ve lived across the street in Georgia for over a year, and I still haven’t had the heart to change my South Carolina driver’s license. And I get way too excited upon seeing one of our state’s college football mascots, the gamecock, on T-shirts or bumper stickers. It takes a special kind of love to yell, “Go Cocks!” as proudly as we do.


I knew it was inevitable I would leave the South, but I know I will always return. Like the waves that always return to the shore no matter how many times they get pushed away, it’s a love that won’t quit.


I see the world differently now but often reminisce about the days of my youth. Sitting in the back of my closest friend’s dad’s pickup truck eating fresh-picked strawberries dipped in powdered sugar. Back when life was dial-up slow. In the land of mossy oaks and ladies with names like “Cookie” and “Tilly” and boys called “Bo,” “Bub,” and “Cooter.”


Nothing takes me back to the balmy summers of my childhood in the boonies of the South quite like the rosy goodness of a frosty glass of Rooh Afza. It might seem odd that an eighteenth-century concoction developed in British India has this effect, but it does. Or sitting on the porch with a cardamom-infused cha during a thunderstorm, watching the lightning and listening for thunder to gauge the distance. Smelling the cleansed sky and tasting the sweet, milky cha as my brother sipped his ice-cold sweet tea.


Though firmly ensconced in the depths of the South, the spirit of the motherland somehow still found us. The same Rooh Afza and chai is imbibed thousands of miles away too, but ours is made with water from the United States. The more we drank this paradox, the more discombobulated we became. At home, my brothers and I were considered too “American” and outside “too un-American.” We belong to neither, yet we belong to both. Othered in both worlds—yet in retrospect I realize this rejection was a gift. Somehow this ostensible separation gave way to a divine sense of unity, of Ek Onkar.


I sometimes fancy the idea of raising my own kids here. There’s something about the beauty of the palmetto tree–lined streets, mossy oaks, marshes, wildlife, and ocean air in which the quiddity of the South lives. The deliberate and leisurely slowness, as opposed to the clever and perfunctory fastness of big cities. Despite its history, there is something charming and childlike about the South. Something pure, almost sacred. Here is where I was given room to grow in a way I don’t know I would have had I been brought up in New York, or anywhere else for that matter.


Uncrowded by family or any kind of Indian community, it was up to us to branch out and create an identity all our own. My parents were in their early twenties when they moved to America. Settling in America as immigrants, we learn we must adjust and interact with others of every variety. Often we find people that are from the same place as us, who look like us, who speak our language and build our own communities. Oftentimes we try to create our own idyllic bubble as a means to imitate the lands we left behind. But when that’s not an option, you’re catapulted into a surrounding so out of your element and comfort zone that you have no choice but to adapt and grow. I honestly believe my ability to relate to people stems from this. As a woman, I feel like I’ve already been given the gift of empathy, but the environment I found myself in helped foster and utilize this gift.


Girls are often expected to carry out traditional domestic duties as prescribed by our Punjabi culture, but Sikh women are a force to be reckoned with. With ancestry like Mai Bhago and Maharani Jindan Kaur, their spirits live on within us.


I’ve realized I am, without a doubt, a Kaur.


I didn’t realize it when I made it a point to raise awareness about Sikhs with every person I met, whether through English presentations or through my unwavering belief that we are all manifestations of the One and deserve to be treated as such.


I didn’t realize it when I fell in love with martial arts at a young age, oblivious to the fact that I was carrying on a legacy of the Gurus.


I didn’t realize it when I learned to trust my intuition and voice and stand by my beliefs, even when I was the only one on my side.


I didn’t realize it when my desire to cultivate the land and learn how to grow fresh food could be contained no more and finally came to fruition with my work on a local organic farm. This was not only an homage to the farmers of Punjab but also an expression of a nurturing feminine spirit promoting support and sustainability versus subordination.


I didn’t realize it when teachers, acquaintances, lunch ladies, crackheads, you name it turned into family wherever I went. The nurturing feminine spirit and Sikh teachings that God is in everyone have always served me well. I don’t know what it is, but perfect strangers and even the most seemingly depraved souls reveal their Oneness and soon become friends and family.


Might be a Sikh thing. Or maybe it’s a Southern thing. Sometimes I can’t even tell the difference.





Moonlit Jogs, Yoga, and Faith


Anu Kaur
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I left fuming. I had never run a long distance before but was so pissed off I dug out my relatively unused sneakers and ran out the door before anyone could stop me. I turned left at the stop sign and felt the downward slope of the hill give me momentum and carry me faster and farther than I had ever gone before. Until that moment I did not know I could run and was surprised that my feet continued to pound the pavement. Before I knew it, I had reached the end of our development. I had arrived at a crossroad and had to make a decision. Did I turn back or move forward onto the main road and continue this new movement? I could still feel frustration and anger pulsing through me like a freight train and, in that split second, decided to continue onward.


I hardly ever went outside the neighborhood onto the main street and was a bit worried as I left the sanctuary of my neighborhood but felt shielded from the sun under the shade of hundred-year-old trees. I kind of liked this solitary run. I ran and ran, stopping only to catch my breath. It felt so good. I could feel the tension dissipate as my thoughts and memories fell into place.


I began to think back to the parks where we held our rendezvous, and to the memories cloaked in shady old trees and nature’s flowing streams over the last few years. Our connection seemed immediate from the first time I made eye contact with him as a young teenager at a party. Over the years we became close. We did kirtan together, and he became my sangat.


Parks were our favorite places to retreat to and hide from the wondering eyes of others. We had frequented many public parks in the car his father had invested in as he started college; he was trusted as the next man of the house. The smell of leather and the way he shifted gears, making his simran beads jingle lightly as they hit his steel kara, made the hair on my skin stand. I glanced over and admired his profile, with its curly beard and sculpted turban. We would drive down winding roads away from the world of the gurudwaras, and his commitment to me felt unwavering. And yet, in a corner of my mind I felt a small tug every now and again that something was not quite right.


As we hung out more frequently, I often waited patiently for him in a parking lot at the mall and watched people. They would park, do their shopping, come back, and drive off while I continued to wait. I would occasionally glance up from doing my paath, trusting he was delayed for a legitimate reason. I had traveled an hour, crossing over state lines, over the river, in my old station wagon that shook dangerously as I pushed it to sixty miles per hour. I rushed to our designated meeting point, fearful he’d miss me or mistakenly think I had not shown up.


Years later, in that same car, he agreed to meet me in the parking lot, but this time on my side of the state line. I leaned back against the glove compartment, facing him to look into his eyes and squinting to get a better look as the closest lamppost cast its dim light. He had purposefully chosen a dark spot among a few cars, walking distance from the mall. I had gotten used to these dimly lit places. It felt familiar to us.


I couldn’t understand why it had taken him a few weeks to meet me after he returned from his college graduation trip to India—a gift from his parents. I had been anxiously awaiting him. He owed me a call and a visit. It was the first time I had felt close to indignant, that I had a right to something, some sort of decency. He had said this trip “would make or break us,” and I had done due diligence, fervently praying that this would keep us together. Yet I kept having vivid dreams of his leaving.


We were parked and quiet. We had just had our usual Popeyes chicken with Cajun magic sparkles, as I called them. I could feel the remnants of the Cajun chaat masala on my fingers. I licked them to clean the stickiness. I should have cleaned my hands better, I thought mindlessly, as I sat in silence not wanting to be the one to break it. As I looked down, I noticed a ring. It made no sense that he was wearing it on his ring finger.


He never did start the conversation. I finally asked, What’s up with the ring? Why are you wearing that? It looked just like my Mamaji’s engagement ring. Nine diamonds neatly lined to create a box. But it couldn’t be true. He was trying to be funny, I thought, as my stomach tightened and offered me true awareness of the situation. It was a blur of a conversation. A lot of choppy and short answers. Yes, he had gotten engaged. It had felt right, he said. It was expected of him. I asked how she looked. She is okay, he said. She had some acne, but it would get better, he assured me. I did what I could to not vomit in the car.
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A year later, destiny left me devastated and lonely … destiny left me stranded on the side of the highway with a flat tire in the middle of nowhere in southern Virginia as the universe provided me a bread crumb trail to find my calling.


I got out of the car to survey the damage to my tire on the side of the highway. I had never had a flat before and was hours away from home. As I attempted to stand my ground, the wind from big rigs pushed me back, and I felt the real danger of being run over or stranded on the highway. I decided to raise my thumb and hitch a ride, feeling aimless, as I thought about all my efforts in the last year to pick myself up by my bootstraps and start over—from my grades to friends to the possibility of graduate school.


My hitchhiking attempts led to an older gentleman and, as I discovered, a born-again Christian who explained why he felt it was his duty to stop. We had a conversation about divine intervention across cultures, but he still left me with information on how I could be “saved.” A mere hour and a half later I was on my way with a donut spare, headed back to northern Virginia, when I noticed that I had passed by a college. On a whim, I veered to the right lane to take the exit for the school as something in my mind and body told me, “Do this.” The serendipitous meeting with the director of the nutrition program in her office led me to start my nutrition graduate program. It became an important stepping-stone for me in learning how to nourish myself physically and, more importantly, mentally.


Between classes one day I sat down to do Rehras Sahib, the evening prayer. I gazed at the Blue Ridge Mountains in the distance and contemplated valleys. A feeling of being alone and yet okay crept over my entire body as I sat down on the cold grass in front of the brown, low townhouse complex on the easement side. I was the solitary figure as the occasional car drove by. The breeze blew my chunni as if announcing the sun was retiring for the day and sent a chill through me as I rhythmically began to utter my evening prayer. The words “dukh daro sukh rog bahai” (“pain is the medicine and happiness the disease”) resonated with my very being as I recognized my pain had a noble purpose and was the catalyst for growth. Pain had offered me the willingness to move away from home and change my professional aspirations. Pain offered me the ability to let go of him. I had this deep feeling that the pain the universe had dished to me was challenging me to rise up every morning and get comfortable with not knowing what I’d accomplish or where I would go.
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