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Celebrating Indian Heritage Month 
Legislator Paul Honors Residents For Community Contributions 

Rajan Baranwal, Rajeshwari Iyer, Paul Karukappillil, Appukkuttan 
Nair and Philipose Philip Presented Distinguished Service Awards 

Local Youth Offer ‘Chenda Melam’ Percussion Performance 
New City, NY (Aug. 8, 2022) –  The Rockland County Legislature celebrated Indian Heritage Month by 
recognizing local residents for their community contributions during a ceremony led by Legislature Vice 
Chairwoman Aney Paul. 

“These residents, each accomplished in their chosen professions, have also devoted their lives to making 
the lives of others better,” Legislator Paul said. “It’s wonderful to gather to celebrate them and their 
cultural roots, which have become part of Rockland County’s overall rich diversity.” 

Rajan Baranwal, Rajeshwari Iyer, Paul Karukappillil, Appukkuttan Nair and Philipose Philip each 
received a Distinguished Service Award, the Legislature’s highest honor. Legislature Chairman Jay Hood 
Jr. and Legislator Toney L. Earl joined Legislator Paul for the ceremony. 

The celebration included a “chenda melam,” with youth demonstrating the sounds of the chenda, the most 
popular percussion instrument used in traditional Kerala art forms. Kerela is a region in India known as a 
hub of art and culture. Legislator Paul, as well as the honorees, are originally from Kerala. 

Joined by their teacher, Joyce Vettom, the participating youth included Christian George, Gabriella 
George, Swampa George, Thomas Vettathu Mathew, Antony Parampi, Ann Marie Thomas, Antony 
Phillip Thomas, Thomas Vadakara and Paul Vinoy. 

Legislator Paul said the ceremony comes as local residents prepare to mark India’s independence from 
Britain in 1947 by participating in the annual India Day Parade, set to kick off at 11 a.m. on Saturday, 
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Aug. 13, in New City. Festivities will take place at the County Courthouse. The sponsor is the India 
Cultural Society of Rockland. 

In addition to families and friends, numerous representatives from many organizations also attended the 
ceremony, including: ICSR, Abhineet Jha and team; ICHAA Club President Mathew Varghese and 
team; Emalayalee Chief Editor George Joseph; Jeevan Jyoti, Suresh Arya; FOKANA, Saji Pothen; 
HVMA, Giji Tom and team. 

THE HONOREES 

A Rockland resident since 1984, Rajan Baranwal has been a social worker for 34 years at Rockland 
Psychiatric Center. He has been a board member of the India Cultural Society of Rockland since 2004, 
including serving as its President in 2014. As an ICSR member, he has volunteered at a local soup 
kitchen, organized the collection of clothes and toys for children and the underprivileged, and shared the 
Indian culture with the community through different cultural events and activities.  

Rajan is also a founding member of Jeevan Jyoti, an Indo-American Support group for senior members of 
the community, serving as its President since 2020. Rajan and his wife of 37 years, Veena, live in New 
City and have two grown children. 

Rajeshwari A. Iyer has lived in the U.S. since 1972 and in Rockland since 1975. She was a social worker 
employed by New York state, serving people with developmental disabilities, becoming an administrator 
and later retiring in 2017 after 37 years of service. She and her husband of 50 years, Adinarayanan, live in 
Garnerville. 

Raji takes seniors to do their shopping, drives them to activities and doctors’ appointments, and also 
cooks for others. She has been part of Jeevan Jyoti since its inception in 2009, serving as a Board member 
and Secretary. She has created music, exercise, and women’s finance classes, as well as a book club. Raji 
lives by Gandhiji’s message: “The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the service of others.”  

Arriving in the U.S. in 1980, Paul Karukappillil has been a Rockland resident for more than 40 years 
and raised his family here. He worked as a supervisor with the New York City Transit Authority for 38 
years and retired in 2019. 

Paul has been an active member of many organizations, including service as a New City Library Board 
Member, and as a founding member and president of Hudson Valley Malayalee Association (HVMA), 
who has organized community blood drives, the India Day Parade, and roadside litter cleanups. He is also 
a founding member of a national organization, the Federation Of Kerala Associations In North America, 
also called FOKANA, where he served as president from 2008 to 2010. He recently assisted families who 
lost their elderly parents to Covid and wanted to take their loved ones back to India for burial. Paul took 
care of all the legal and diplomatic paperwork so they could be transported. 

Appukkuttan Nair arrived in the U.S. in 1977 and soon helped form the Hudson Valley Malayalee 
Association (HVMA) to bring other newly arrived Indians togethers, serving as its President, Board 
Chairman, Secretary and a committee member. He is a founding member of HVMA Malayalam School to 
promote arts and culture and as an artist himself, also helped to organize cultural activities such as 
festivals, fairs, fostering social inclusion and community empowerment. 

He helped to initiate a prayer group called Bhajan Group and is also a very active member and current 
president of the Nair Benevolent Association (NBA) in the Tri-State area of tri state area, an organization 
with 3,000-plus members headquartered in Queens. He has volunteered to help flood victims in India and 



collect food for the homeless shelter in Nyack. Appukkuttan at Material Research Corporation of 
Orangeburg, and later joined the New York City Transit Authority. 

Philipose Philip works as an Electrical Engineer for the State of New York. He is Founding General 
Secretary, Past President, Board Chairman and Public Relations Officer of the Kerala Engineering 
Graduates Association of Northeast America (KEAN), a non-profitable organization which mentors 
engineering students and help financially struggling Engineering student with scholarships. He currently 
serves as Board Chairman of FOKANA (Federation of Kerala Associations in North America, is Past 
President, Board of Trustee Chairman, Chief Editor and Committee member of Hudson Valley Malayalee 
Association, which caters to the need of immigrant Malayalees and contributes to the preservation of 
Indian culture and heritage of the Indian diasporas.  

Philip is a Diocesan Council Member of the Indian Orthodox Church and locally, belongs to the Indian 
Orthodox Church of Rockland in Suffern, which conducts lots of charity work. He has helped organize a 
5K walk for church youth and raised more than $50,000 in the last eight years. He has also helped 
organize blood drive initiatives and participated in food drive collections and soup kitchen programs 
initiated by the church. 
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