Apache Indian is the world’s first Punjabi pop star. Brooke Wentz rides to
India with the dashing king of bhangramuffin as be fights for a better tomorrow and makes

APACHE

“IT's NICE TO BE BACK HOME IN INDIA,” BRITISH-
born deejay Apache Indian announces to the sea of
17,000 dark, adoring faces assembled in Bombay's
Andheri Sports Complex. It is June 93, and except
for a brief jaunt as a young child, this is his only jour-
ney to India. Fireworks explode in the 93-degree heat
as a 30-foot crane waving the green-saffron-and-white
Indian flag lowers him to the stage for his first-ever
concert here. “T come to you not as a pop star, reggae
star, or Indian star,” he says. "1 come to you as an In-
dian who knows India and Indian people. Selector!”

Whether Apache Indian knows Indiaor not, India
knows him. A British citizen who's lived his whole
life in the run-down, racially mixed neighborhood of
Handsworth, near Birmingham, Apache chats a mix
of ragga patois and Punjabi slang over an infectious
style of music known as “bhangramuffin”—a blend
of Jamaican dancehall grooves and traditional Indian
inscruments like the tabla and sicar. The combina-
tion of irresistible beats, volartile, timely messages,
and matinee-idol looks have made this 26-year-old
immigrants’ son larger than he could possibly have
imagined before he got into the bhangra biz three

the teenage girls of Bombay scream.

years ago. His album No Reservations (Mango) has sold
more than 200,000 copies in India alone (not count-
ing bootlegs), and won him Best Newcomer at the
1992 British Reggae Industry Awards. MTV Asia keeps
his videos in heavy rotation alongside Michael Jackson
and Whitney Houston. The Don Raja, as he's known
to loyal tollowers, is everywhere. Crudely drawn car-
roon illustrations of Apache posing finger forward,
gangsta style, can be found on no fewer than 23 bill-
boards throughout Bombay. Sandwiched berween a
pair of run-down buildings looms a warped carica-
ture onasign thar reads: A pack che Indian.. . .Unwrap
the Rapper.” It’s an ad for butter,

With more than 1| million Asians living in the
UK., bhangra—the tolk music danced to by Punjabi
men to celebrate harvest—has gottenso large iteven
has its own chart in England. Once performed by
mostly amateur musicians at feasts and weddings,
bhangra’s current urban form began to evolve in the
late 1970s among the Anglo-Asian youth of West
London and the Midlands. Programming classical
Indian rhythms into their synchesizers and drum
machines, these kids cooked up a bubbly bhangra

stew of their own, which, by the late 1980s, they were
seasoning with hip hop and reggae, creating a more
danceable but still somehow very traditional music.
At first it seemed the sort of cross-culrural hybrid chat
could unJ!.' make sense in Enl;l.md, but now the music
has swept Punjabi communirties throughout the
world. Wherever bhangra plays, from Toronto to
Calcutra ro Queens, you can see groups of Sikh and
Punjabi men gyrating their hips to the beats.

“The bhangra movement came to a standstill
abour five years ago, because a new generation came
in and they wanted more of a street edge to the music,”
says Apache during a recent interview in New York.
Though he has become a forerunner in fusing bhangra
and raggamuffin sounds, Apache isalsoa great admir-
er of the music of Ravi Shankar, of Nusrar Fateh Ali
Khan, and of the most famous filmi singer (a croon-
er of pop songs made famous through the steamy
Indian cinema), Lata Mangeshkar. He says he doesn’t
really care for the term “bhangramuffin.”

“The older generation has difficulty understand-
ing why the kids want to be a part of reggae,” says
Apache, whose music is also popular among black



rouths in Britain. “They relate reggae todrugs. They

hink it's a violent music thar involves violent peo-
ple. This is because they haven't had a chance to mix,
to go on the streets. They have come straight from
India and gone to work in the factories.” Apache’s
parents left the small Punjabi village of Jalandhar for
England in the 1950s, part of a huge wave of Indian
immigrants who came after the war. In che indus-
trial Birmingham suburb where they raised their son,
Steven Kapur (Apache’s given name), East and West
Indian cultures mingle freely.

“Asayoung Asian in Britain, you constantly lead
adouble life,” Apache explains. “ At home, everything
15 as it was—very traditional, very serict. Bur when
you close the front door and move onto the streets,
everything changes. I've had so many relatives dis-
own my family because of my love for reggae. Now,
afeer hearing my music, and hearing the Indian influ-
ences in it, it appeals to them, But my music is, first
and foremost, street music,”

In Handsworth, the music of the streets is reggae,
Young Steven grew up in che hearcofa chriving scene
that produced bands such as Steel Pulse and UB40,
“My first love is roots,” he says. " Bob Marley, Burning
Spear—rthe kind of stuft | grew up with. In a place
like Birmingham you see a lot of Asian people pick-
ing up things from the black kids ‘cause they're liv-
ing cogether, or on the playground together. So you
hear reggae in schools and in the streets, but youalso
hear traditional Indian music as well.” Apache knew
he'd reached everyone when West Indian kids in che
neighborhood began greeting him in Punjabi.

Like many other local kids, Steven was also a fan
of top-ranking dancehall deejays like Papa Levi and
Smiley Culture. Bucof all his musical heroes, Steven
singles our the Wild Apache, Jamaican deejay don
Super Cat. Cat is also of Indian descent, and Steven
took part of his name from his musical idol. In 1991,
Cat's manager, Robert Livingston, learned Apache
Indian was a huge fan and invited him to join Super
Car, Frankie Paul, and Heavy D onstage at New York's
Ritz. It was a crowning moment in a young career
that had been launched quice by accident.

Born May 11ch—"the day Bob Marley died,” he'll
tell you—Steven Kapur was a welder by trade, but
his girlfriend Harj, whom he met trading Elvis Presley
cards atage 14, says: "Steven was always into music,
His friends used to have parcies and Steven would
bring in a litcle system, play records, and chac on
the mike.” One day in 1990 he decided to lay downa
few lyrics and tabla tracks over dance beats at a
cousin’s Birmingham scudio. "It was justa thing he
wanted to do for bimself,” says Harj, “but when he
played it to friends, everyone loved it.” Apache pressed
the song on vinyl for personal use. He gave one toa
DJ at the Birmingham pirate station PCRL, and left
a handful at Don Christie’s local reggae shop. “Don
went crazy,” says Harj about the track “Movie Over
India,” which went tonumber oneon England's reg-
gae and bhangra charts, staying there for six weeks,
Unprepared for the onslaughe of publicity, Apache
didn’t leave his factory job for six monchs; instead he
switched to the night shitt, spending his days record-
ing. He also met a fellow transplant from the village
of Jalandhar, Pradip Sharma, better known as Mambeo,
who became his full-time manager,

In 1991 Apache was once again surprised to find

KNOW YOUR APACHES

Once upon a time, Ide was simple. Apaches were a group
ol six related Southwestern Indian tribes known for their
fierce fighting skills. Their names were Cochise or
Geronimo, and they rode horses and fired rifles. But then
Paul Newman made that movie Fort Apache, the Bronx.
Soon after, the Sugarhill Gang donned feathered head-
dresses and dropped the proto-rap single “Apache.” and
things have never been the same. Now, there's a whole
heap of Apaches, and it can be tough to keep "em all
straight:

WILD APACHE

A.K.A.: Super Cal, Don Dada. Music: Dancehall reg-
gae. Label: Columbia Records. Known for: Running
his own label and sparring with everyone from Kris
Kross to Heavy D.

APACHE INDIAN

A K.A.: Don Raja, King of Bhangramutfin. Music:
Bhangra. Label: Mango Records. Known for: His
geometric hairdo.

APACHE
Music: Hip Hop. Label: Tommy Boy Records. Known
for: Songs like "Gangsta Bitch™ and “Do Fa Sell.”

LADY APACHE
AK.A.: “The original dancehall diva and fashion
designer.” Label: None. Known for: Fearless

rude-girl gear.

APACHE SCRATCHY

A.K.A.: The Bad Arawak. Music: Dancehall reggae.
Label: Various. Known for: Lyrical hijinks

and cool name.

how far his music had spread. *1 got into an argument
with a pirator in Canada who had sold 25,000 boot-
leg cassertes,” says Apache, “lvall scarved when I was
being called vo do big shows and concerts over there,
I couldn’t understand why, because the record sales
hadn’t been oo strong in Canada.” Nonetheless, he
made the journey and sold out two 3,000-sear shows
as the only acr on the bill, Something didn’t add up.

"So I went toa local shop and acred like a mad
Apache Indian fan,” he recalls. “lasked the guy fora
cassette and he actually asked me it I wanted an orig-
inal or a copy. He also showed me a video of a show |
did in London at the Town & Country Club. He said
he’d sold 40,000 copies. That's when | told him who
I was.” Apache hoped they could come to some kind
of financial serelement. “Instead,” he says, “out came
a ﬁght, and [ went to prison.”

But neicher jail bars nor bootleggers could hold
him back. By 1992, after the release of the singles
“Chok There” (Punjabi for “Tear the House Down™)
and “Don Raja” (another nod to Super Cat, the Don
Dada), Apache landed a deal with Island Records, He
voiced much of the album No Reservations at Bob
Marley's Tuft Gong studio, with riddims provided
by top Jamaican producers Sly Dunbar, Bobby
Digital, and Robert Livingston, and guest vocalists
like Maxi Priest, Frankie Paul, and Brooklyn deejay

Shaggy. The experience wasa reggae fan’s wet dream,
but Apache says he had to make a conscious decision
to separate from the Jamaican scene. “1 tend to lean
more towards my people,” he says. “I'm doing more
Indian shows now. I have to; that's who Iam.”

Instead of just boasting and charting up the ladies,
Apache’s lyrics highlighe the problems of Indian
vouth caught between strice culrural cradicions and
the modern world. Topics suchas arranged marriages,
alcoholism, AIDS, religious wars, and the caste sys-
tem are more than just controversial—they are hard-
ly ever mentioned in Indian society, much less in pop-
ular music.

“I want rospeak on things thar haven't been talked
about before,” says Apache, who knows the pain of
culture clash firschand. Harj's parents have not spo-
ken to the couple for almose 10 years because Apache
isa Hindu and she is a Sikh. “Because of our religious
upbringing, we found that chere are a lot of subjects
that need to be discussed among the Asian commu-
nity—Ilike arranged marriages, and AIDS, and the
burning of the Hindu temple by Sikhs last December.
[’'m not saying chat we're going to solve the prob-
lems,” says Apache, “I just want to bring them out in
the open for discussion.”

Apache’s fourth single, “Arranged Marriage,”
which rose to number 16 on the U.K.’s national pop
chares, finds humor inan exeremely sensitive subject.
“About mearranged marriage me have one problem,”
he chats. "When s the right cime to tell me girl-
friend?” While his lyrics may sound lighe, the subject
15 deadly serious. In some Indian families, daughrers
are considered a burden. Ifunmarried by age 21, they
are “useless.” Horrendous stories of unsuccessful nup-
tials leading to bride-burning are as common in India’s
daily news as stray-bullet shootings in New York Ciry.,
Fathers have been known to have their daugheers killed
if they marry outside the family religion.

Wich his chirse for culeural healing, Apache Indian
has been likened toa sort of Gandhi in hightops and
gold chains. Shortly before leaving on his trip to India
this past June, he received a fax chae said, simply,
“Indiaawaits yourarrival.” Arrangements were even
made for him to meet Mother Teresa, bue she called
insick. Bur there are those who do notappreciate his
airing India’s social problems in such a public way.
“I've faced a lot of criticism,” he says. “Some people
tell me | shouldn’t be talking about these issues. |
have to carry security wherever [ go.” Bue if he was
concerned for his safecy during his recent pilgrim-
age, he made no ateempt to keep a low profile.

he Apache entourage enters the marble lobby of

New Delhi's plush Hyate Hoeel, and two impec-
cably dressed women in brighe silk saris appear with
a tray of yellow rice, burning candles, and incense.
They place a garland of roses around Apache’s neck
and perform rzéka, the traditional welcoming cere-
mony that cleanses all newcomers of any evil spirits,
Cameras flash as Apache humbly receives cheir gra-
cious welcome. The ritual reflects Hinduism—not
a religion, but a way of life thar strives to nurture
the Supreme Being within one’s own heart. It'sa pha-
losophy Apache practices and ie may help explain his
tireless efforts to use his music for social change. All
the proceeds from che concerts on this trip will be
donated to India’s National Association tor the Blind.



They have in turn pronounced
Apache Indian "Goodwill Am-
bassador to the World.”

But even the goodwill ambas-
sador needs a police escort. Wher-
ever he goes in India he is eyed by
fans who recognize his razor-pat-
terned flat-top fade, bogle fa-
tigues, and fists of gold rings. He
is bombarded for autographs and
pull{:d into politically correct,
meer-and-greet rendezvous wich
important dignitaries —Gandhi's
granddaughter, the governor of
Bombay, the president of India.

"People seem to underestimate
Asians and do not recognize that
we can be artists,” says Apache to
a group of local journalists in New
Delhi’s sweltering hear. "Being
on the Top of the Pops and MTV is
big news to them.” As England’s
newest Asian hero and India's
most effective spokesperson,
Apache is the closest thing toa
pop icon most Indian kids will
ever see. He represents a new voice
for Asian youth who, despite his
rude-boy guise and his ganja
habit, remains a well-spoken,
down-to-earth family man devot-
ed ro Harj and cheir seven-year-
old son, Kelvin. He even forfeit-
ed his first-ever trip to the Taj
Mahal to see his 104-year-old
grandmother, who still lives in
Jalandhar, the tiny village his par-
ents came from. "The Taj will al-
ways be there,” he reasons. "My
grandmother will not.”

Driving down dirt-encrusted
roads in search of picturesque land-
marks for a longform video shoot,
Apache Indian’s motorcade rolls
through Bombay’s humid June air.
India is in the midst of an intense
heat wave. New Delhi reaches 104
degrees at midday; the news reports four people dead
from the weather, and the humidit}' isseill el imhin&;-
A plastic statue of Ganesh, the Hindu elephant god
of wisdom, flaunts its phallic trunk atop the dash-
board of a poorly air-conditioned taxi. Dust coats the
passengers’ bodies like an extra layer of skin. Bovine
creatures wander aimlessly through streets as brighe-
ly clad women bare their fleshy midsections with no
reserve. Dilapidated shantytowns line the road beside
kitschy film posters of fluorescent-painted couples in
passionate embrace.

Apache stops the car to pose for a few snaps at
Bombay's Gateway of India, a touristy welcoming
post for visitors. He detours through che garden where

corrupt police guards ask for money, and dozens of

men scurry to surround che star, girls huddling
behind. Apache plays to the crowd, belting out a few
lines from his newest single, “Caste System.” Dread-
locked video director Don Letts (formerly of Big
Audio Dynamire) is hoping to get a shot our of all

A

Despite his rude-boy guise, Apache Indian
has been likened to a sort of herb-smoking
Eandhi im hightops and gold chains.

this. He tries to get the locals to wave for the camera,
but they only seem amused by his Bristish twang.
The entourage moves on to a local shantytown in
the center of Bombay where the sturdiest huts are
constructed from sheets of tin and the weaker ones of
palm leaves. Women and half-naked children stop
their daily chores to warch as Apache climbs from che
car in Ray-Bans and Cross Colours; only his creamy
dark complexion suggests that he belongs here. The
locals stare at chis bizarre 5iJ.__;|:|t—;1 hunu:bu}' S0, 0
miles away from home with a video crew shadowing
his every move. He begins to lip-synch the lyrics of
“Caste System.” Pointing into the air, down to the
ground, and chen thruscing ewo fingers gunshot-like
toward the camera, Apache poses like a veteran enter-
tainer. Then he squats down and atternpts to talk with
the kids. Both sides are trying hard to bridge the gap,
bur to noavail, They speak Hindu; he speaks Punjabi.
If chis crip to India has a single theme, it is cul-
tural gridlock. One evening, Apache dines with one
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of the world's wealthiest diamond
dealers in his garish home, com-
plete with spinning disco mirror-
ball, sitcuated just above the slums
of Bombay. At the end of the meal,
the host gives each of his dinner
guests a diamond ring. On the
streets outside, drugged and
pimped children run begging for
rupees at Apache’s car door while
amputees hobble forth just to
catch a glimpse of their hero.
“The reason nobody has at-
tempted to do anything about
these problems is because they are
s0 Close to the culture,” explains
Apache. As a British citizen, he's
still viewed as an outsider, unaf-
fected by the restrictions chird-
world musicians face every day.
Apache can say, write, or sing on
any subject withour being si-
lenced by authorities. As a resul,
he is constantly being approached
by well-wishers with an agenda,
people who want him to sing
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about this or that social 1ll. "Sam-
my [the hotel suite bartender] has
to spend the night here because
when he leaves to go home the
cops stop him,” Apache says, vis-
ibly angry. “They take the money
he's earned just to let him pass.”
Compelled to write a song about
it, he pulls our his book and jorts
down a few lines. “Terrible!”

On one of the last days of his
trip, Apache visits the former
Bombay home of Mahatma Gand-
hi, where the country’s greatest
leader lived and wrote from 1917
to 1934. Today it has been con-
verted into a library and tourist
attraction. A recorded program
pipes the voice of the late holy
man through cthe rooms. Framed
stamps and photographs line the
walls. Gandhi was once a revolutionary, but here
he has been comfortably institutionalized. Gandhi's
granddaughter turns up to escort her famous visitor
around the grounds. Apache is deeply moved by what
he sees. He vows then and there to return and per-
form a benefit concert on Gandhi's birthday, October
2. "India 1s the country,” he says, "and the whole
world is the audience. That's how we're looking at
it. We are here to pur India on the map.” Nearby,
three elderly women, frail from heat and fatigue, turn
to look at Apache as he speaks. They may not under-
stand what he's talking about, but they smile any-
way. Ourside Gandhi's home, a group ::fgiggling
14-year-old girls rushes Apache and his crew beg-
ging forautographs. "Oh my god! I love him because
his music is catchy and he has the word Indian in
his name,” gushes one.

Another has a simpler reason: "1 like his hairdo.”0

Brooke Wentz is a writer and World Music vecord producer.



