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Mas designer and fashion trainer fights rare disease

Battling for her life
Story by Krishna Maharaj
& Kavita Ramcharitar
Photo by Kavita Ramcharitar
InFocus T&T’s National Community Newspaper

H

AVING served in the fashion industry for many years,
producing countless top models and beauty queens,
Jacqueline Koon How, fondly called Aunty Jacqui, is
battling for her life with Takayasu arteritis, a hereditary
disease.
Koon How, who has always kept a smile on her face despite
her illness, continued to serve the Carnival industry, designing costumes for both children and adults, while also training
models at the House of Jacqui.
“I live on medication but I never let it bother me,” she said.
“The illness was discovered when I was a teenager, and I was
told by a doctor that I am the only person battling this type of
disease in the Caribbean.”
Takayasu arteritis is a rare type of vasculitis, a group of disorders that causes blood vessel inflammation that damages
the large artery that carries blood from your heart to the rest of
your body (aorta), and its main branches. It is a rare, systemic,
inflammatory disease that most commonly affects women of
child-bearing age.
“It started when I developed a tumor in my
lungs, and despite all the tests, no doctor in Trinidad and Tobago knew
what it was, ” she recalled.
“I later went to a doctor in
Mt Hope who recommended
that I go to England, knowing
I was fighting for my life, unable to breathe.
“I took the same test
results that were done
here, and the doctors in
England were able to diagnose the disease while
seeing the tumor and a
vein coming from my neck.
They sent me back to Trinidad, and gave me three weeks
to return and have the tumor
removed.”
Fortunately, Koon How’s
children, grandchildren,
and
mainly

Jacqueline Koon How

family members rounded up the funds for the surgery, and on
the day of the Red Cross Children’s Carnival parade in Port of
Spain in 2004, she left for London.
“It was a sad day for me that I would never forget, when
all the children of my Carnival band came with tears in their
eyes, dressed in costumes, to bid farewell to me as I left to go
to London. The doctors took out the tumor by removing a great
amount of my lungs. All through the surgery, and my stay at the
health institution, I kept telling the doctor how I miss Carnival,
and on leaving I was told by the doctors: ‘OK Miss Carnival you
are safe to go back to Trinidad and enjoy your Carnival.’
“I want to thank mas’ band designer Daronté Guadelope, who
lives in London, who accommodated me and took care of me
for one month after having the surgery to remove the tumor.”
Daronté, whom she met briefly while he was in Trinidad, invited Koon How the next year to do a fashion show in England.
Koon How’s Carnival career started at age four. She was
crowned Miss San Fernando, and as she grew up, she played
for the first time in a Carnival band called Rogue’s Regiment in
1960.
“I judged children’s Carnival, and was the Master of Ceremony
in the San Fernando King and Queen of Carnival Competition. Then
I got married to Ronnie Joseph who introduced me to bigger mas,
and that’s where I got a good idea about mas.
“In 1970 I did the costume for San Fernando JC’s Carnival Queen
Elizabeth Stibbs. My husband and I built the King and Queen of Carnival costumes. The first was for Ivan Kalicharan’s band. Then a
group of players formed a band called South Connection
in which San Fernando Mayor Junia Regrello won King
of the Band. For the first two years we won the King
and Queen titles in San Fernando.”
After 37 years with Kalicharan’s band, Koon How,
while making adult costumes decided to start a
children’s band with four kids. Over time the band
grew, and is presently one of the largest children’s
bands in San Fernando.
“Designing for a children’s band is very challenging,” she said. “With 150 children, we go to all
parts of Trinidad and parade, especially areas like
Barrackpore, Chaguanas, Couva, Arima and Point
Fortin, where our band has been the highlight. But
last year, because of COVID-19, it was terrible.”
Koon How said they played for the joy of Carnival,
and not for prizes or money. In some areas, they don’t
even take the prizes, but donate it back to the community.
“We are Carnival people. I have designed Carnival costumes for Notting Hill Carnival, and Antigua, just to name a few.
In 2004 I was awarded a National Hummingbird Gold which
I refused, but my sister told me to accept it. What a
national award would do for me? Because it
was the same year, I had surgery and no
one assisted.
“It was disheartening for me,
because I was fully involved
in community development work. I wrote to them
but never got a reply. I
trained most of the Best
Village Queens for about
30 years. When my first
grandson turned 21, I gave
the medal to him.

What is Takayasu’s arteritis?

Arteritis is a general term that refers to the inflammation of arteries, or
blood vessels (vasculitis), that carry blood away from the heart.
Takayasu’s arteritis (TAK) is an uncommon form of vasculitis. Inflammation damages large, and medium-sized blood vessels. The vessels most
commonly affected are the branches of the aorta (the main blood vessel
that leaves the heart), including the blood vessels that supply blood to
the arms and travel through the neck to provide blood to the brain. The
aorta itself is also often affected.

Who is affected by Takayasu’s arteritis ?

TAK often affects young Asian women, but it can affect children, women
and men of all ages and ethnic backgrounds. At diagnosis, TAK patients
are often between 15-35 years old.
Every year in the United States, two to three new cases of TA per million
Americans are diagnosed.

What are the symptoms of Takayasu’s arteritis ?

Approximately half of all patients with TAK will have a sense of generalized illness. This may include fevers, fatigue, muscle aches, pain in the
joints, and/or headaches. Narrowed vessels cause decreased blood flow
to the areas that are supplied “downstream” from the narrowed area.
The changes that occur in TAK are often gradual, allowing alternate (or
collateral) routes of blood flow to develop. These alternate routes are
often smaller “side roads.” The collateral vessels may or may not be adequate to carry as much blood as was present normally.

How is Takayasu’s arteritis treated?

Corticosteroids are the most common treatment for TAK. The most frequently used drug in this category is prednisone or prednisolone. Corticosteroids work within hours after the first dose is given. While this drug
is often dramatically effective in bringing about remission (the absence
of active blood vessel inflammation), it may be only partially effective
for some patients and it may not prevent TAK from coming back (called
a relapse).

“What upsets me in the country right now is the mediocrity,
the lack of professionalism and respect for the trade in both
areas I deal with, which are fashion and Carnival. We reach too
far to be going backwards, where costumes are so heavy
and falling apart on the stage, with no adequate place for
masqueraders to dress before appearing on stage for Carnival. We are supposed to embrace modern technology and
understand the new way of life and demonstrate professionalism.
“Prizes won in competition are given months after Carnival. Meanwhile, smaller communities present prizes immediately after Carnival. Sadly, the place where Carnival
celebration is held, Skinner Park, has been in a bad state,
and at the library there is no proper archive.
“Best Village, when I first started, was a joy and the conditions were better. Moving from the Queen’s Park Savannah
to SAPA and NAPA is no kind of improvement, because the
Savannah had the spirit of Best Village. I believe that Mas
and Best Village are dying because the enjoyment of building a costume is not there anymore, because bandleaders
are sending their designs to China to be built.
Despite her ailment, Koon How has no intentions of
slowing down and refuses to be kept back by her illness.
“Modeling and the House of Jacqui is too personal and
dear to me. If I have to do it virtual, I prefer not do it. I have
no intention to settle for second fashion, and building Carnival costumes is my life. I did it for enjoyment. I handed
over House of Jacqui to my grand-daughter Faith Armour.
I am not allowing my sickness to keep me back. I will
continue playing mas in South because it is a joy for me.
Bandleaders now don’t have that passion and love for Carnival. It’s all about making money.”
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OUR FINAL ISSUE FOR 2021...ONWARDS TO 2022!
THIS issue marks our final publication for 2021
and with the holidays and new year approaching, we’re already looking ahead to our next
issue in early 2022.
This year has been difficult one for many
of us and with the continuing COVID-19 pandemic, we have all had to make adjustments
to the way we live on a daily basis in order to
protect ourselves.
As we look towards 2022, we hope that
you continue taking the necessary precautions to keep you and your loved ones safe
during the holiday season. We thank you for
your continued support, feedback and the
words of encouragement. It has inspired us
to keep going despite the challenges that we
face.

InFocus would like to take this opportunity
to give special thanks to those that advertised with us throughout the year. Your support makes this publication possible and we
are extremely grateful for it, especially during
these trying times.
We are a community newspaper, designed to allow communities to shed light
on issues that are normally overlooked by
the mainstream media. This volunteer driven
publication will focus on community-based
journalism, providing coverage focused on
individuals, neighbourhoods, suburbs and
community life in Trinidad & Tobago.
We again invite non-profits organisations,
community groups, schools, community
sports teams and individuals to share their

stories and photos with us. We are here to
put you in focus.
InFocus is available free of charge at select locations around the country. It is also available for
download via our website, with a digital version of
Issue 11 coming very soon at http://www.infocustt.
com
Be sure to follow us on social media for updates on new issues.
Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/InFocusTT/
Would you like to contribute a story, article or
photo? Or maybe support our publication by advertising with us? We would love to hear from you.
Drop us a line at infocusmediatt@gmail.com or
contact via phone at 367-3430.
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WHEELCHAIR-BOUND FASHION MODEL:

Recognise us for who we are
Exclusive Story and Photos
by Kavita Ramcharitar
InFocus T&T’s National
Community Newspaper

“F

OCUS should not be
placed on someone’s
disability, but on their
abilities, beauty, and
uniqueness.”
That was the view expressed by
wheelchair-bound fashion model
Sharifa Harnarine in thanking this
newspaper for reaching out to her
in an effort to highlight the plight
of disabled women who do not
find representations of themselves
in the media.
“As disabled persons there
are lot of challenges we face, because the first thing people see is
the wheelchair,” she pointed out.
“Then they judge you, not taking
the time to get to know the real
you.”
Harnarine was trained as a
model by the popular San Fernando-based modelling school House
of Jacqui between 2020 and 2021.
“It has been an amazing encounter and experience,” she said.
“It was just the first step for me in

becoming noticed, and an advocate for disabled people in Trinidad and Tobago. Wearing heels,
dressed, in a wheelchair, is what
I always wanted to do. I went into
this program with dreams, aims,
and a lot of future goals, despite
my age. It’s never too late to follow
your dreams. The only thing that
matters is that you start. It doesn’t
matter at what point in your life. I
want to bring awareness to disability. I want to open a brand-new
world for disabled women. Dress,
look pretty, be an inspiration to
yourself, and don’t let your wheelchair define you.”
She confided that growing up
as a child she saw her mother,
who was also disabled and lacking
confidence in herself, isolate herself, because people would stare
at her, which was very uncomfortable.
“My mom didn’t have the support to get her out of that zone,
and it affected her mentally and
emotionally. It is an example of
how societal culture back then,
and still happening today, shaped
the way she felt about herself. Because being disabled is not a trag-

edy at all. The real tragedy is the
way disabled people are treated in
society. They are always treated as
‘less than’.
“Unfortunately, I was unable to
attend secondary school, because
my parents were afraid I wouldn’t
be able to make it due to my disability, and the system had nothing
in place for disabled kids then, and
even now, so I stayed home and
started taking care of my mom.”
Harnarine revealed that while
growing up she started walking
on her toes, and before the age
of eight, underwent three surgeries to lengthen her ligaments. The
operations worked, but after some
time she started back walking on
her toes again.
“As a teenager my body started
getting weaker, and I had to hold
on when walking, to support my
weight,” she added. “I wore baggy clothes because I was very slim
and ashamed of how I looked. But
over time I grew to like the way my
body looked, and started wearing
clothes that hugged my body in
the right places to showcase how
slim I was. So I started looking at it
as a blessing.
Sharifa and her son,
Johnason, who takes care
of his mother and assisted
her in selecting her outfits
and doing her make-up.
Johnason is a master cook.

“Despite my disability, I cook,
because I like cooking, go shopping, do makeup on my face, and
look forward to visiting new places, and making people feel good
about themselves. I’ve also started
my small home-style pepper sauce
business which is made from all
natural ingredients - no artificial
preservatives.”
At the age of 21 years, Harnarine
got pregnant and got married. She
had a second son at the age of 26.
“I’m proud to experience giving
birth both ways. I had my first son
normal, and my second by caesarean section. Also, I’m proud of both
of them. Sometimes mothers don’t
give themselves enough credit for
being mothers, as it is a full-time
job.”
She believes being disabled and
having kids was a big accomplishment. They are her biggest supporters and critics. She also has some
very dear friends who support her
in whatever ways they can. After the
birth of her second son, she became
completely wheelchair-bound.
The 39-year-old, who has been
through lots of challenges, said it
was sad to see businesses do not use
differently-abled people to advertise
their clothes, makeup, and other
items, but is hoping to see a reversal
of that practice in the future.
“I would like to see billboards, with
amazing disabled models, on the
highways and in malls, showcasing
these amazing people. We do mostly
everything like able-bodied people,
but yet we don’t get the recognition

Sharifa Harnarine

we deserve. I want disabled people to love
themselves, and take care of themselves.
Don’t feel sorry for yourself. Get up, organize yourself to best of your ability, and do
something to make yourself happy. My
wheelchair is not my confinement, it is my
freedom. Without it I am confined.”
She is calling on families with loved
ones who are disabled to have some patience. Spend a little more time with them.
Dress them up.
Give them that motivation to make
them feel good about themselves. Don’t
let them feel anymore disabled than they
already are.
Always give them hope. Take them on
new adventures. Soon you will see how
happy they would be, both mentally and
physically.
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Story and Photos
by Kavita Ramcharitar

Self-taught wood-burning
artist Kamla Ramnath.

InFocus T&T’s National
Community Newspaper

“W

ITH inspiration from
natural elements,
culture, contemporary
lifestyle
trends, and personal thoughts, I was
improving my skills and finding my
wood-burning experiences not only
fun and purposeful, but deeply therapeutic.”
This was how Kamla Ramnath
described her art as a self-taught
wood-burning artist who has been
engaged in the time-honoured craft
of Pyrography for three years. With
her expertise in both decorative and
functional products “Wood-burned
Novelties” was born.
Pyrography or pyro gravure is the
free-handed art of decorating wood
or other materials with burn marks
resulting from the controlled application of a heated object such as a
poker. It is also known as pokerwork
or wood-burning. The term means
“writing with fire,” from the Greek
words pur and graphos.
Wood-burned Novelties is an
online novelty shop specializing in
artisanal wood-burned items, all
handcrafted from local lumber. Its
range of products includes household accents and essentials, personal
items, spa and well-being novelties,
gift items, ornaments, signs, garden
accessories, stationery supplies, and
memorabilia.
“While Pyrography is tonal in nature, I often incorporate colour in my
pieces to create beautiful designs in a
kaleidoscope of hues,” said Ramnath.
“My aim is to promote the aesthetic,
healthy and sustainable advantages
of wooden items in everyday lifestyle
routines.
“Spending much of my childhood

Wood burning artist inspired by natural elements

‘Deeply therapeutic’
and adult years in a rural area and engaging in agricultural activities with
my father who was a Game Warden,
I am knowledgeable about different
species of forest trees and lumber.
Wood leaves mother nature’s fingerprints in our surroundings. It is our
innate nature to be in a more relaxed
mode when surrounded by elements
from the natural environment.”
Ramnath said in today’s world,
with its fast-urbanising rhythm, it is
becoming globally accepted that
biophilic design of furniture, homes,
offices, schools, eco-resorts, houses,
etc, create similar health benefits to
those created by spending time in
nature.

“In addition to this, the unique
characteristics of wood makes it aesthetic and safe for use especially in
the kitchen. Unlike other materials,
wood is carbon positive, inert, versatile and heat-resistant. Utensils made
from wood ensures there is no leaching of harming substances into foods.
Of course, when wood-burned, it
enhances and complements any
decor and makes any household,
personal, hosting, gifting or culinary
experience enjoyable and grandiose,” she added. “Being sensitized to
these facts is indeed an asset for any
wood-burner in understanding the
factors such as characteristics, wood
grain, hardness, oil and moisture

content, suitability for specific projects,
preparation of surfaces and readiness for
finishes, and how they impact upon the
outcome of the wood-burning process.
Combined with my passion for preferring
all things natural and different from the
ordinary, my wood-burning journey is well
grounded on a strong foundation.”
Her favourite material for textural effects is Apamate, while Mahogany is a
preferred choice for tonal variation, stippling and application of paints.
The immense versatility of many kinds
of wood favours experimentation with
various wood-burning techniques to
materialise limitless ideas, concepts and
expressions that are appealing and allows
her to tap into her creativity, extensively.
Most of the products are made from Teak,
Cedar, Mahogany and Apamate, Samaan,
Mango, Cypre, Crapo, Moussara, Juniper
and Guava.
“I was introduced to wood-burning in
September 2018, by my friend who gifted
me a wood-burned vanity box upon her
return from vacationing in Cuba. Knowing about my fascination with novel and
unusual trinkets from places around the
world, she had it customized and simply described how it was made after my
squeals of delight. It was a light-bulb moment when I researched the art form by its
correct name ‘Pyrography’, watched a few
online videos and became truly intrigued
to the point of wanting to try-it-out. Being
a naturalist and equipped with knowledge
about the deeper qualities, benefits and
uses of wood, my curiosity was piqued.”
In October 2018, Ramnath bought
her first basic wood-burner and a 10-foot
length of lath. With those materials her
head filled with ideas, and a heart-full of
enthusiasm.

“It is our innate
nature to be in
a more relaxed
mode when
surrounded by
elements from
the natural
environment.”
“I tried out my first wood-burn … my
initials with a leaf motif. I used all four
tips of that burner, creating beautiful
lines, tones and textures noting areas
for improvement,” she revealed. “I now
had a new and engaging hobby. I began
wood-burning just about everything in
my home – the mirror frame, spice rack,
cutting board, mail organiser, post box,
the strip of wood on which I hang my teacups, my metre rule. While all this allowed
me practice and hours of quiet, fun, and
leisure it soon attracted the attention of
relatives and visitors who were impressed
because it was their first experience with
wood-burning.
“After many try-outs, I invested in a
heavy-duty professional wood-burner.
I sourced woodcuts and wood pieces
from my dedicated joiner and that was
the beginning of and my wood-burning
journey.”
Entering into the business world, she
initially advertised by word of mouth then
deviated to social media when orders
started trickling in.
“The euphoric feeling, I experienced
was when my first customer expressed
satisfaction with the item was immensely
gratifying, which gave me motivation to
delve deeper into the art-form”.
With inspiration from natural elements, culture, contemporary lifestyle
trends and personal thoughts, Ramnath improved her skills by finding her
wood-burning experiences not only fun
but deeply therapeutic.
“I would like to thank my family for the
encouragement and assistance in finding a business name like Wood-burned
Novelties. Going public at a pop-up market event for the first time, displaying
my burned sign was an experience I will
remember for decades. I am now looking forward to participate in other like
events.”
“Through a network of friends and
acquaintances who guided and took me
through the many challenges in the entrepreneurial environment I am grateful
to them especially my family”.
Wood-burned Novelties is growing
into an enterprising business. It is currently an online store and can be seen on
social media platforms—Facebook and
Instagram.
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A symbol of hope & positivity

InFocus National Community Newspapers caught up with the Mahatoo sisters, from left,
Ravina, Cindy and Khema with lighted deyas at Charlieville, Chaguanas, on Divali night
(Thursday, November 4). It is said when one lights a deya on such ocassion, they don’t just
eliminate the darkness from their life, but also signify the presence of hope and positivity.
—Photo by Krishna Maharaj

Amit Radhaykissoon, director and marketing manager of REX KAR Ltd, centre, poses
for a photo with employees Joanne Colan, from left, Yogeeta Dukeran, Rohanee
Heeraman, and Reshma Sin-Leong. The ladies were beautifully dressed in their
traditional oriental outfits in preparation to celebrate the festival of lights, Divali, at
their compound Uriah Butler Highway, Charlieville, on Wednesday, November 3.
—Photo by Kavita Ramcharitar
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By Krishna Maharaj
Photo by Kavita Ramcharitar

Capil Gayadeen—a
master in playing any
and every musical
instrument.

InFocus T&T’s National
Community Newspaper

M

USICAL maestro Capil Gayadeen
is of the view that Indian artistes
should stop copying Bollywood
melodies for their local songs.
“Indian artistes should learn from the
Mighty Sparrow, and choose good topics
to sing, and not indulge in degrading and
distasteful lyrics. They should be more
creative,” he said.
A few years later, he joined the Naya
Andaz Orchestra, where he switched to
playing the keyboard. Later on, he moved
to the Amar Sangeet Orchestra, playing
the keyboard part-time.
In 1975, the now experienced
Gayadeen formed his own band, the
Gayatones Orchestra and since then he
has provided musical accompaniment
to many prominent local and international artists including Machel Montano,
Bankim Pathak, Sonu Nigam and Anu Malik, among others.
The standard in local Chutney Soca
songs have dropped tremendously, yet
performing artistes walk away with millions of dollars for competing in competitions, said Gayadeen.
“The Indian artiste in Trinidad always
copying Bollywood melodies,” he said.
“The lyrics are terrible, they can’t choose
a good topic like the Mighty Sparrow and
some of the other good calypsonians. It
is sad to see and hear how the people go
for it because everything is about rum and
they Bowgie. That is found in only Indian
artistes. Non-Indian artistes use their own
melody, and their lyrics are worth listening
to, but the sad part about it is that they get
less air time.”
Chutney music is a fusion genre of Indian folk music, specifically Bhojpuri folk
music, with local and Caribbean calypso
and soca music, and Bollywood music.
This genre of music that developed in Trinidad and Tobago is popular in T&T, Guyana,

Indian artistes should learn from sparrow...

MUSICAL
MAESTRO

Suriname, Jamaica, other parts of the Caribbean, Fiji, Mauritius, and South Africa.
Chutney music emerged mid-20th
century and reached a peak of popularity
during the 1980s. Several sub-genres have
developed.

Gayadeen who is a master in
playing any and every musical instrument never had any formal training, but has developed a love mainly
for the keyboard.
“I play pure Indian movies or
Bollywood songs. I am not contaminated. I am 100% Indian music,” he
stated. “The change of music that we
called crossover music, that I never
liked, in my opinion is lowering the
standard of music, and is not challenging although the younger generation enjoy it. I blame the radio
stations for promoting it. Gayatones
will continue to maintain and keep
alive the traditional instrument,
music and songs.”
The maestro said most Indian
music bands spend more time on
crossover music and sequencing
their music, causing professional
musicians to leave the bands all
because they have gone into a different mode of music.
“Sequencing music, in my opinion, is not good for the future, and
is unfair to go on a stage and mime
during performance for paying
patrons. In the near future there
would be no need for musicians,

only programmers and mimers.”
In 2004 T&TEC Gayatones became the first and only Indian
music band to perform in India
through the Indian Diaspora where
they received a standing ovation
for their original performance of
Indian music.
As a child growing up, Gayadeen
said he always had a love for music,
and his toys for Christmas were musical instruments, including a mouth
organ. He became a master in little
piano, and use of tin cans as bongo
drums.
“Coming from poor parenting living in St Madeline my mother Mynee
Gayadeen used to sing and play the
drum (dholak) in Chatee and Barahee (celebrating the birth of a new
born) and sing in Indian weddings,”
he recalled.
“As a young man coming from
a family of eight, I got the opportunity in 1972 to play the accordion
and then the keyboard with an Indian band Naya Andaz of Princes
Town and at age 20, I formed my
own band Gayatones in 1975 with my
brothers Ramanand and Booshan
Gayadeen. I bought a keyboard, two

guitars and a bongo drum, for $160,
and Congos for $50 a pair. We used
our title Gaya adding tones to name
the band Gayatones.”
Caroni Limited sponsored the
band which became Caroni 1975
Limited Gayatones.
Gayadeen, who got married in
1973, and has three sons, ensured
the boys studied music. Rishi has
mastered the keyboard, Vedesh the
guitar, and Donny the tabla, so that
a new generation is in place to take
over the band.
He noted that after the closure
of Caroni 1975 Limited the band
received new sponsorship, and became known as T&TEC Gayatones.
Gayadeen also played with the
BWIA National Indian Orchestra led
by Harry Mahabir, and said he taught
his boys to become masters and
successful musicians. “Discipline
should always be the key, because
you could buy an instrument but you
cannot buy discipline.”
The 68-year-old said he was
proud to know that he taught a lot of
musicians playing in big bands, and
has never charged anyone.
“Gayatones became popular
when they accompanied singers
from India, including Anuradha Padwal, and Bankin Pathak. We were
chosen because we always adopt
the right attitude, and discipline
during performance, and we are
the only band playing original Indian
music,” he added.
“I handed over the band to my
son Rishi because I don’t like the
change of music. I believe it is a lower standard of music for me.
“When I was leader of the band,
the change of music from Indian traditional to local Chutney, and then
an introduction to Soca (crossover)
which I did not have the love for because it is not challenging to me.
“Singers believe that it is modern and the style to start off singing
a Bollywood song and then cross
over to soca or rap. It’s disgusting,
especially the lyrics they add to it.
Some of them don’t even know the
meaning of the Indian song they are
singing.
“Because of certain airwaves
feeding listeners that type of music, bands were forced to play it
because the audience like it. Machine doing everything and that is
why today bands are suffering for
real musicians. I recall a band was
playing abroad using a sequencer
and performers miming. When the
system broke down my group had
to be rushed back on stage to perform because we played live music.
“I am willing to teach any child
who wants to become a musician,
free of charge, because I was born
with a talent, and the same way I got
it I would be happy to share it,” said
Gayadeen.
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Ena grows grapes in Barrackpore
Story and Photo
by Kavita Ramcharitar
InFocus T&T’s National Community Newspaper

“I

CAN’T believe I am actually eating
grapes that I planted. It is an experience that will live with me for
a long time.”
Those were the words of Ena Mohammed when speaking to InFocus at her home
in Barrackpore. She was given the grape
plant by her friend Vidya Ragoo who lives
at Princes Town. Ragoo said her brother-in
-law set the plant in a sanitary cup, but it
never grew, so she decided to give her friend
Ena who has a knack for planting.
“I was surprised that grapes actually bear
at the home of Ena,” said Ragoo.
Ena, who received the plant six years ago,
said she had it in the lower part of her land,
but it was not bearing.
“I decided to plant it in the ground in front
of my house, and after four months I saw the
flowers and then grapes started to bear,” she
said. “Having no experience about grapes I
planted It, and then the vines started to shoot
in small bunches few in numbers, but it was
sour so we decided to leave it and allow the
vines to run on the wire fence.”

Ena Mohammed, right, speaks with her friend, Vidya Ragoo, who gave her the grape plant.
Ena said, as years went by a relative told
her to make an area for the vines to run
(Machan) and that is what she did.
“I was surprised to see the grapes actually grow in bunches on the stand. The
grapes are sweet, but at the end they taste
sour.”
Ena’s grapes became popular in her village of Barrackpore as she welcomed daily

visitors who shot images and videotaped,
and was allowed to taste the fruit.
“Always having to buy grapes coming
from abroad, it feels great to know that I
am actually eating grapes I planted and
grew. After planting and seeing the vines
running all over my fence, I believe the
grapes would not die. I intend to continue
to take care of it. My next move is to try

apples by putting the seeds in the fridge
for 30 days.
“I want to thank my friend Vidya for giving me the grape plant, and with her encouragement I decided to go a little further in planting grapes, apples and berries.
I feel proud to be the first in the village of
Barrackpore to venture into a different kind
of crop.”
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Advocating for every community to have its own...

Toco Folk Museum needs help
Story by Krishna Maharaj
Photos by Kavita Ramcharitar
InFocus T&T’s National
Community Newspaper

R

ETIRED Secondary School teacher and Curator for the Toco Folk
Museum Nemme McSweeney
believes every community
should have its own museum to showcase a repository of valuable artefacts.
McSweeney said she and Gabriel
John, who were Form IV teachers at the
Toco Composite school in 1994, supported students who came up with the
idea of a museum as a Heritage project
for participation in the Royal Bank Young
Leaders Competition.
“In 1994-95 the project placed second, and we were awarded $20,000,”
she stated. “And although the students
graduated and left, John and I decided
to turn the project into a reality. Most
Young Leader’s projects end after prize
distribution, but some students came
back and joined forces with us, together with elders from the community of
Toco, to build the Toco Museum so that
the Heritage of the area might be preserved.”
With support from various people,
the building was started, and in 1997
it was completed and opened to the
public after a formal ceremony. The
$20,000 prize money was used to erect
the building. An entry fee of $3 for
adults, and $2 for children was charged.
At that time community organiser
Michael Als, who was head of the Toco
Foundation, got involved by initiating

tour-guided groups that included foreign visitors, and local schools from
Moruga and other parts of the country.
“The things we collected for the
Museum are what you would find in
the Ward of Toco, which includes 13 or
so villages Matura to Matelot including
Cumana, Grand Riviere and Sans Souci,”
said McSweeney.
She said when she retired in 2011, the
entrance fees and donations were put
towards maintenance costs.
“Our collection is based on Natural
History ( flora and fauna) the Social and
Cultural History of the communities of
North East Trinidad, but unfortunately
because we only have one building, we
are unable to have the exhibits displayed
in specific areas.”
There are also artifacts that represent
the wider national identity. For example,
the Trinidad Railway, and traditional Car-

nival costumes, as well as some of
the things used by the Amerindians, such as the couleve and stone
celts, the coal iron which was used
for pressing clothes, sewing machines, and the traditional parang
instruments are some of the items
on display.
“Marine life Artifacts from sea
and undersea life include sharks,
and body parts of a rare and juvenile whale which washed up in the
Toco fishing depot around 1925 and
could not get back into the sea,”
recalled McSweeney. “The villagers
cut it up, and used the meat and fat
to make oil for their lanterns and
lamps because there was no electricity at the time. A couple of the
vertebrae were kept by the villagers
and we inherited these for collection. In those days Toco was sort
of cut off from other parts of the
country.
“The museum contains a number of items that people, resident
or visitors, considered to be important items of knowledge, I am
therefore advocating that we have
a system of community museums
in different parts of the country
showcasing different aspects of
things. We can have a network of
museums that exchange items and
collaborate. There is a lot of history
buried in these communities that
should be documented. If we do
have a system of community museums whereby the trust of the people is earned, they will volunteer to
bring their stuff for display.
McSweeney said she made several attempts to inform the Government of her recommendation for
community museums.
“We have had former presidents,
George Maxwell Richards and Anthony Carmona, and Minister of Community Development Joan Yuille-Williams visiting our museum”.
The museum, which is housed
on the compound of the Toco Secondary School, is regarded unsafe
since an earthquake that occured
two years ago.
“Since 2004 a number of approaches have been made by
myself, and a few people of the
community, to both private and
government agencies for the allocation of a suitable space to relocate the Museum in a location
where there is some land where
other aspects of the museum can
be placed. Then it could be turned
into a community museum, inde-

pendently run by and creating employment for at least two persons,”
said McSweeney. “It would not just
be a museum, but a place for conferences, showcasing community
performances, an art gallery, and
a place where the young people of
the Toco Community can go and
develop and learn.”

McSweeney and her husband
are voluntarily taking care of the
museum. With no water or electricity, the couple would clean up the
surroundings, and try to preserve
the artifacts with the hope that
someday someone would step in to
construct a proper museum for the
people of Toco.

YOUNG TALENT
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Singing Star Katelin Sultan,
seven, records her
latest Bhajan “Kya
Dhartee Maataa”.
Internationally-acclaimed
Bollywood and Indian
film singer Neeshad
Sultan poses with his
wife, Kerryann, right, and
daughters Katelin
and Kaylee.

Seven-year-old
Katelin Sultan ...

A singing st r
Story and Photos Kavita Ramcharitar
InFocus T&T’s National
Community Newspaper

T

HE 2020 Covid 19 lockdown allowed for a
mother to recognize her then six-year-old
daughter’s uncanny ability to sing.
“During the first lockdown in 2020, I had
to be paying more attention to Katelin, who was six
years old,” said Kerryann Sultan. “I was in shock
when, after looking at an Indian movie, she started to sing the song from
the movie Papa Mere Papa, without
even knowing the words before, and
said she was dedicating the song to
fathers who had lost their daughters
under unforeseen circumstances.”
Kerryann said although Katelin’s
babysitter Lolita Seethahal (called
mom mom) had been telling her that
Katelin could sing, in her mind she
thought it was just nursery rhymes.
“Her dad, Neeshad Sultan, who
is an international singer, decided
to record Katelin’s voice with the
song, and after that it was song after
song,” she added.
Kerryann, who has another daughter Kaylee,
aged four years, said during that lockdown period she had a lot of fun with the girls, singing and
dancing, so she decided to post a video on Face
book that eventually went viral. Kaylee would dance
when Katelin was singing.
Kerryann who grew up in church, and used to
sing in the church choir, started to compose local
songs for Katelin, while her husband would arrange
the melody.
“Katelin would do seasonal songs,” she revealed. “Father’s Day and Mother’s Day, Divali, Car-

nival and Christmas. Then I thought about Parang,
and I came up with ‘Christmas Dhalpuri’ last year.
It was all about Katelin’s grand-mother telling her
how Christmas used to be, because back in those
days it was no Turkey, but Dhalpuri and Chunkay we
curried with friends and family.
“I feel that if Katelin, at this age, is doing so
great, with a little training she could become one
of the best singers Trinidad could produce. I am
amazed that she has so much confidence in herself
at such a young age to do newspaper, radio and TV interviews without been prompted. The children
have their own personalities, and I
guide them and let them be themselves.”
Katelin said she loves singing,
but is very serious about her education, which comes first.
“I love singing, and look forward to recording new songs, but
my intention also is to become a
doctor, to take good care of and
sing for my patients - in local parlance ‘Pull Ah Tune’,” she said. “I
love to make people happy. My
dad is my inspiration, and I know through him, and
the support from my mom, I would hit the big stage
like him. I went with my dad who had to perform
in New York at five years old, and there I got the
opportunity to be on a stage for the first time.”
Neeshad confirmed that he had his family along
with him on the New York tour, and he invited Katelin on stage during his performance.
“It was there I realized she had real talent,” he
admitted. “Even though before the tour she was
singing at home while watching You Tube videos.
Having been in the music industry for some time, I
realized that day that she had the talent. I recorded

“I feel that if
Katelin, at this age,
is doing so great,
with a little training
she could become
one of the best
singers Trinidad
could produce...”

her first song ‘Papa Meere Papa’ for
Father’s Day, then a bhajan (religious
song) for Diwali last year “O Palan
Hare,” then for Christmas ‘Christmas
Dalpuri,’ and for Carnival last year into
this year an original Soca called ‘Pump
It Up.’ While recording the power soca
songs and parang she was recognized
by the urban radio stations. One of
which was OJO World. So, it was not
only the Indian stations.”
Katelin, who loves to sing songs
from old Indian films and Bhajans
(Hindu religious songs) puts a lot of

feeling in her singing, always insisting
that her mom get the English meaning
of the Hindi songs.
“I would want to see my daughter take her singing on an Indian Idol
stage, and represent this country
worldwide,” said Kerryann.
Katelin’s latest recording of a Divali
Bhajan, “Kya Dhartee Mataa,” is being played by most Indian radio stations. The arrangement was done by
Videsh Gayadeen and his father Capil
Gayadeen, founding member of music
band T&TEC Gayatones.
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ADAPTING TO POST-COVID NEW NORMAL
Chaguanas Chamber President appeals to companies:

Renew your entrepreneurial spirit
Story and Photo by
Kavita Ramcharitar
InFocus T&T’s National
Community Newspaper

P

RESIDENT of the Chaguanas
Chamber of Industry and Commerce (CCIC) Richie Sookhai is
concerned that although Small
and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) have
been given the all-clear to operate,
some still may not be able to open their
doors.
Sookhai said the Covid pandemic
had devastated a lot of these businesses, especially in the retail and restaurant
sector, and the smaller ones are finding
it difficult to cope with the restriction of
a 50-60 per cent operating capacity.
“COVID has shown us the volatility of
the market, and how fragile some companies are,” he said. “So to be resilient in
a time like this is something we have to
start thinking about, out of the box, and
how to quickly pivot one business model
to maintain stability for the future.
“During my tenure, the chamber will
be focusing on SMEs and renewing the
entrepreneurial spirit of the people to
help companies understand the new
norm of doing business. We would focus on educating interested parties on
digital media, using various social media platforms.”
Sookhai insisted there must be understanding of the roles played by social
media to influence customer choice as
it relates to marketing, using cost-effective methods.

“We would be looking at initiatives
that can bring government support to
SMEs in the area to help with their sustainability and growth. This can be done
by strengthening infrastructure and
institutions that would promote an
easier way of doing business,” he
said.
The chamber, he added,
is willing to have discussions
with the business community about digitization in making WiFi in the Borough accessible. It will try to do it as
a private partner for a certain
portion of Chaguanas, from
Busy Corner to the Chaguanas
market.
“One of the platforms the Chamber has, and is working on, is called
NEAR BY STORES APP,” he revealed. “It
allows for shoppers coming into Chaguanas to download the app on their phones,
and immediately receive notifications of
where there are specials at stores along
the Chaguanas Main Road.”
The Chamber, added Sookhai, is
also working with the Central Division of
the Trinidad and Tobago Police Service
to have an update on occurrences in
Chaguanas where customers could be
aware of certain happenings occuring in
the Borough.
“This is another way that customers
coming to Chaguanas can avoid any hassle, allowing the free flow of traffic, and
the ease of doing business. That is what
we are trying to do to promote the ease
of doing business in Chaguanas.”

Richie Sookhai

With regards to flooding in the
district, the Chamber president said
that new development that is taking place, and polluted drains in the
Chaguanas area contribute to the
flooding when it rains.
Sookhai said when he heard
past governments talking
about making Chaguanas a
city, it was not just a matter
of taking Chaguanas, put a
plaster on it, and then stick
the name City over it.
“I want to see a more
structured Chaguanas,” he
said. “Obviously with city
status tax rates are going to
be different, but if and when
that happens, with the introduction of property tax definitely higher
taxes will be introduced. I don’t think
the people of Chaguanas are ready

for that. Are they going to get the value for it? We are not sure, because
the money will be going into a consolidated fund, and not going back
to local government where it should
be.”
Sookhai said he would like to see
a much less congested, orderly, well
planned, digitalized, clean and green
Chaguanas that could one day blossom into a model city for Trinidad and
Tobago.
“We still have the opportunity to
do that. It just takes vision, and the
right people to make it happen.”
Sookhai graduated with a
post-graduate degree specialising
in international business in December 2020 from the Florida International University (FIU). He also obtained his degree in Engineering in
2002 from FIU.

Divali in New York
Daughters of New
York correspondent
for InFocus National
Community
Newspapers, Anju
Maharaj Singh,
perform Lakshmi puja
at their South Ozone
Park home in New
York, USA, on Divali
night. From left are
Simran, Pooja and
Sapna.
—Photos by
Amarjit Singh
Anju Maharaj
Singh
performs
Lakshmi
puja at her
South Ozone
Park home
in New York,
USA, on
Divali night.
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Interview and Photos by Lydia Frederick
The COVID-19 virus often referred as ‘’the equaliser’’ swept through our nation of Trinidad and Tobago. This virus respected no race , colour or
status as people lost family, friends, jobs, businesses and even all their belongings. Reverting to a measure of normalcy seems like an illusion,
but is this destructive virus ‘all bad?’ Or can we find some minute glimmer of hope that we can classify as positive?

InFocus took to the streets to hear from members of the public and the question was asked:

Did anything positive come out of this COVID-19 season for you?

ALLAN PHIRANGEE—TEACHER

AVELON MONSEGUE—POLICE OFFICER

BETTY GEORGE—SENIOR CITIZEN

“The family has always been the first institution for learning
and socialization but with today’s lifestyle I often question
myself since the fast pace and hectic schedule makes it
impossible to pass on family values and traditions. I take with
me from this experience, the value of time, the value of loved
ones and the need to pay attention to the little things that add
substance to this maze called life. Never again will I take for
granted what makes it all worth it. This COVID-19 has given
my family back to me.’’

“COVID has taken a lot and I have a friend that died recently
from COVID but one of the good things that COVID has bought
to my life is a togetherness with my family. Police work can be
very demanding and I was always one for fast food. Now I doing
my own thing home making pizza ,frying chicken and chips, a
little fancy dish they (children) help cutting up everything. I was
always buying bread, now you learn to make your own bread and
cake and the children are excited, they right there helping mixing.
It makes you appreciate more what you have.’’

“My sister who lives in the area cannot visit me as before. There
is a virus going about. I took the shot and there is nothing
wrong with me. Make sure you carry two Panadol to take for
any fever or anything. Nothing changed for me; I think we will
have it (virus) around for the next five years. It will be over like
all the others.’’

EUPHEMIA SALAZAR—NURSE

RONALD FREDERICK—DEACON

JAMES HODGE—CATERER

“One of my main positives was having an even closer relationship with my family. During this COVID season we got to talk
more, to see one another more, even though in some cases
it was via social media. Another major thing was having faith
in God during this period of uncertainty, fears, seeing people
dying, it was nice being grounded in God during this time.”

“COVID was beneficial to me because it draws me closer to
God in my situation. It taught me to pray more, trust God more.
I recognized that this thing (COVID) is not by chance, it is a
worldwide thing. Everything in my life seemed to spin off in
such a way that I saw the need to trust God more and grow in
my faith.’’

“The positive COVID has brought to my life is the appreciation of time
and life, to be closer to your loved ones, the value of time knowing that
anything could happen at any time. I personally experienced one of
my workers, she was the strongest person and she wasn’t feeling good.
I never had a clue that two weeks later I would have lost a dear friend.
It is not a punishment but to take a seat back, focus internally and not
feel a sense of entrapment. It is a wake-up call.”
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Inducted into USA Cricket Hall of Fame...

Story by David Cuffy

Local journalist,
commentator honoured

InFocus T&T’s National
Community Newspaper

V

INODE MAMCHAN, well-known international cricket journalist and
commentator, was inducted
into the Cricket Hall of Fame in
Baton Raton, USA on Saturday, October
2, 2021 for his contribution to the sport.
A native of Trinidad and Tobago,
Mamchan spent many years covering
cricket as a print journalist and commentator, and has travelled to Australia,
New Zealand, South Africa, England, India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Dubai, Abu
Dhabi, and Sharjah covering the exploits
of West Indies cricket.
He has been a leader in cricket journalism in America, as well, having gone
there to cover the West Indies versus
New Zealand T20s at the Central Broward
Regional Park, Lauderhill, Florida in June
2012.
Business tycoon Mahammad Ahmad
Qureshi (MAQ), of Cricket Council USA
(CCUSA), was in search of a top journal-

Cricket commentator
and journalist Vinode
Mamchan poses for
a photo with his wife,
Nadine, after receiving
his Induction certificate.

ist who could have assisted his cricket
organization with its media presence.
Qureshi is the backbone of cricket development in the USA where he has
achieved excellence in making cricket
a professional sport. He has launched
major cricket leagues and tournaments,
such as the US Open T-20, T-10 cricket
tournament, and Cricket 59 league,
among other initiatives.
He was introduced to Mamchan by
a member of the Trinidadian diaspora in the city of Sunrise, located in the
metropolitan Miami area. Since then,
Mamchan has worked closely with CCUSA, and Qureshi has been pushing their
media agenda which has become a tremendous success.
Mamchan has travelled all over
America under the CCUSA banner promoting the sport, and has even showed
up at local schools in Broward assisting
CCUSA in trying to popularize the game. It
has been ten years since Mamchan has
been helping America’s cricket, and has
become a well-known person among
cricket fans in America.

Life of flooding: a community dull to disaster
Story & Photo by
Vinayaka Marajh
InFocus T&T’s National
Community Newspaper

F

OR over 30 years, I’ve lived at
the same address in St Helena
Village, Piarco, in between the St
Helena Junction and the fork in
the road leading to both Piarco Village
and the back of the Airport heading towards the Civil Aviation Authority side.
In all that time, I can vividly recall the
number of times I’ve witnessed a flood
that affected the entirety of the Caroni
district on my hands.
Of course, almost every year when
the rains come down, certain parts of
the community would naturally get
waterlogged. However, it’s almost a
rare sight to behold every entryway
into and out of the village being covered by floodwaters.
The previous time that this happened was during the October flooding of 2018, which saw not only my
home being swept under but the
homes and domiciles of my neigh-

St Helena residents walk
through flood waters.

bours and friends from up and down
the way being covered by incredulous
amounts of water—as much as up to
nine feet in some low-lying areas of
Madras Road.
There were minor reports of farmers living close to the nearby Caroni
River digging through the embankments to run irrigation lines to their
fields which led to compromised

structural integrity that the rising
waters were all too happy to take advantage of. There were also reports of
recent construction projects at vital
points along the bank that made the
barriers and flood gates weaker.
Nevertheless, my personal belief is
that previous historical pride made the
denizens of the community dull to disaster. What I mean by that is because

of how many times in the past we
were able to circumvent other largescale flooding by being lucky, etc, this
increased our bravado to the point
where we openly boasted about never
getting flooded and dissuaded anyone
from teaching and practicing safety
measures to prepare for a flood. “Why
prepare for something that’s never
going to happen?” was the consensus
on the topic. That is why Caroni was
so devastated by the 2018 floods—
because of how unprepared we were
and how unprepared our mindset was.
This year’s flooding came to some
as a surprise due to similar circumstances as residents believed that the
government repaired and reinforced
the river’s banks after the 2018 flooding. Similarly, with reports of farmers
digging into the embankments once
again and numerous construction
projects ie housing and commercial
districts, etc. occurring close to the
central tributary, a potential repeat of
the October 2018 floods wasn’t completely unthinkable.
Many residents were once again

caught with their pants around their
ankles as they weren’t properly recovered from the previous disaster. Some
would say that they hadn’t received
the disaster relief grants from the relevant authorities eg ODPM, etc. but that
would just be another excuse to pass
the blame onto someone else.
Moving forward, there are plans
not only by the government but also
by various NGO bodies and community collectives to limit the possibility
of and even prevent future flooding
disasters. Some of these plans include a better and clear-cut drainage
system running through the communities—even to the parts that aren’t as
developed as yet as the mainstream
parts of Caroni. The Village Councils
are partnering up with the Trinidad &
Tobago Police Service to be on the
lookout for and report any instances of
digging into the embankments. Many
procedures and protocols are being
put forward to help thwart any more
disasters by flooding in the future.
What they need most right now is time,
trust, and support.
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Point Fortin’s gift to chess and academia

REMEMBERING

DR JO-ANNE NINA SEWLAL
InFocus T&T’s National
Community Newspaper

I

T HAS been just under two years since
the passing of Dr Jo-Anne Sewlal, lecturer at the Faculty of Natural Sciences, University of the West Indies (UWI),
St Augustine, and co-founder of the Point
Fortin Chess Centre, yet her spirit and influence lives on as vividly as if she were
present.
Dr. Sewlal was born in Point Fortin,
south Trinidad. Home-schooled up to her O levels, she
eventually earned her undergraduate and postgraduate degrees at the UWI. She quickly established herself
as a scientist of international repute, and the Caribbean’s leading expert in the field of arachnology (the
study of spiders and related insects), serving on many
professional bodies worldwide, and receiving numerous fellowship awards.
But it is in her contribution to the field of Chess for
which Point Fortin remembers her with extreme fervor.
Together with business colleague Raymond Aaron, and
a team of dedicated trainers and parents, she founded
and developed the Point Fortin Chess Centre with the
express mission of introducing chess to schools and
the wider community. Initially a project of the Rotary
Club of Point Fortin, this organization grew to become
one of the premier chess groups in the country, training some 174 students and associated teachers. Sewlal
also authored chess training manuals at four different
levels, which remain the basis of chess instruction at
the Centre.
Quite apart from the Chess in
Schools project she

initiated, her dedication extended to the many outreach programmes she developed, visiting
Story and libraries and other literary esPhotos by tablishments teaching the game
of chess, as well as organizing
Raymond summer camps. Her proficiency
Aaron
in administration was an inspiration to all who worked with her
and was always reflected in the
efficiency of classes and tournaments in which she was involved.
President of the Trinidad and Tobago Chess Association, Sonja Johnson said:
“We continue to experience the positive impact of
Dr Jo-Anne Sewlal’s contribution to chess development
through the various chess materials and resources she
developed for the benefit of the club and the wider
chess community. Her professionalism and commitment to noble causes continue to inspire young girls
throughout the country who can now envisage what is
truly possible.”
In paying tribute at her passing, co- founder Raymond Aaron at the time said:
“Jo-Anne’s contribution to the community, the world
of science and to the Chess fraternity in particular is
immeasurable and my greatest fear is that she may be
irreplaceable. May God continue to bless her soul.”
Sewlal was just forty years old, but what an accomplishment in such a short life. May she be an inspiration
to the young adults of Point Fortin.
The Point Fortin Chess Centre will honor her memory by
hosting the 1st Annual Dr Jo-Anne Sewlal
Invitational Chess Tournament in the first
quarter
of
2022.

Young chess players are all smiles as they display their
certificate and trophies they received after a tournament.

Original chess training team members Carlyle Singh, from left,
David Martin, Dr Jo-Anne Nina Sewlal, Eddison Raphel, Tessa
Solomon and Raymond Aaron.

Dr Jo-Anne Nina Sewlal

