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[JITESH JAGGI]: Okay. This is Jitesh Jaggi from the National Indo-American Museum. Today, we are doing our final interview with Gopal at his residence in Des Plaines. Welcome. State and spell your name for us, please.

[GOPAL SHAH]: My name is Gopal Shah, G O P A L, Shah, S H A H.

[JJ]: Wonderful. Well, tell us a little bit about yourself. Where were you born and, how old are you?

[GS]: So currently, I am 44 years old, and, I was born in India in 1981. Born in Ahmedabad, Gujarat. And we moved here in 1989. So it's been a quite of a journey, you know. Yeah.

[JJ]: You were very young. 

[GS]: I was very young. Yeah. I was 8 years old. 8 or 9 years old.

[JJ]: And who-- What's the name of your parents?

[GS]: So my dad's name is Bipin Shah. And my mom's name is Anusha. 

[JJ]: Alright. So going back in time, what was it like growing up in Ahmedabad? What would memories come to you from the first eight years of your life?

[GS]: Growing up in Ahmedabad. Noisy. *laughs* A lot of, you know, neighbors, you know, around yelling and screaming early in the morning. I remember that very vividly. And, I remember my father having musicians over, for practices and to arrange music. And, so he would have various musicians come in come over at our house, in Ahmedabad. So I pretty much grew up watching and seeing people come in and out in our home who are musicians, whether it be tabla player or a dholak or, you know, whatever it may be.

[JJ]: And is this because-- So tell us about your father a little bit. What did he do for work?

[GS]: So my father, at the age of 18, he-- Or 18 or maybe earlier. He started learning music. He started learning harmonium. And he got influenced by a guru of his, you know, at a very young age. And he became his disciple. And he started learning harmonium, vocal. He started playing accordions, and he started playing accordion. Then he started doing live, shows, live concerts.

[JJ]: In Ahmedabad?

[GS]: In Ahmedabad. Yeah. He started performing, playing, accordion on stage.

[JJ]: Oh, wow. People must be surprised to see an instrument.

[GS]: Exactly. Because if you go back in the golden era, it's right? The Bollywood songs, shoot, Chār Sau Bīs, for example. Right? 

[JJ]: Oh, right!

[GS]: They were all accordion based. And my dad grew up in that era. So at that time, that was that was his thing.

[JJ]: Yeah. Yeah. So did he ever tell you, like, why did he choose to get into music? 

[GS]: I guess growing up has influenced, you know. People he grew up around and, he met in school, high school. You know, I don't exactly remember, you know, the details of it. But as far as I can recall, he was influenced by his peers, basically, who he was, you know, at the time hanging around with. And, I guess that's where it started from.

[JJ]: Yeah. And that was his full-time career?

[GS]: Well, so he worked at mills. You know, he worked, a lot of odd jobs. But later in life, you know, he became a schoolteacher. He became a music teacher. He caught he taught at high schools, you know, colleges. And, so he did teaching and as well as, side odd jobs. You know? 

[JJ]: Performing. What was your relationship like with him? What was the dynamic between the two of you? Was he strict? Was he--

[GS]: He was extremely strict. And which is why, you know, a child, when you, when a parent becomes really strict, the child tends to rebel. You know, you're, you're really pushing your child away. But this is-- This will stop growing. You know, upbringing, I mean, from, you know, parents back in the days and especially being a musician, you know, he knows what discipline is. Because if you're a musician, you must have discipline in life. Right? And learning the instrument, it requires a lot of discipline.

So he was really well aware well aware of being disciplined, you know? And I got that from him. He was very strict. And as much as we are very alike, we were never that close, you know? Because of just me being very scared of him *laughs*. But now I understand why he was the way he was, you know. I mean, of course, it's been years since, you know, that time, but, you know, now, now I understand.

[JJ]: But that's a that's a really good observation as well. Like, you look back and it makes sense to you, but back then, I'm glad you acknowledge that it does push one away as a child. So what did that do to you as far as music goes? Did that make you not like music when he was teaching? 

[GS]: Oh no. Absolutely not. I think music was, really built in me. You know, I think music came into me before I was even, you know, born. So I, I was listening to music before I was even, even born. I was listening to music in my mom's womb because 24/7, there was music involved in my in my house. And, you know, one good thing that I'm very, like, very proud of my dad to say is that he, like, really gave me the proper nurturing that a really, like, you know, a good musician needs. You know, early growing up. Like, he had he'd given he had given me a good foundation.

For example, like, when I would go to sleep and mind you, I'm only, like, two, three years old at this time. Right? But he would put on a classical cassette. Back then, we had cassette. Right? He would put on a classical cassette. So, like, Bismillah Khan or, you know, Shivkumar Sharma playing the santur or Zakirji, you know, playing the tabla or but, you know, some ustaji playing or, you know, some ustaji was in the background all night long while I was sleeping. So he would turn it on at nighttime before I would go to sleep, and I would fall asleep to listen to classical instrumentals.

[JJ]: Was that like a strategy he was using? 

[GS]: No! *laughs* Not a strategy, but maybe somehow he knew that that made me fall asleep.

[JJ]: Wow. It's like a lullaby.

[GS]: Lullaby. Exactly. And, you know, that he noticed that music actually helps this kid calm down and helps and actually fall asleep.

[JJ]: Classical music. 

[GS]: Classical music. So at a very young age I was absorbing music that I was not even aware of. You know? I had no idea what it was, but I understood frequency because of it.

[JJ]: Right. Tell me a little bit about your mother, who she was, how was she, and how was your relationship with her at the same time?

[GS]: So my mother is a complete opposite of my, myself and my dad. She's not musically inclined. She has no idea about sur aur taal or anything. But, you know, one good thing is that she supported my dad and myself, you know, throughout till this day. You know? That was, you know, I give her a lot of credit for standing by us, because she did all the back-end work while we can, you know, just pursue our music career.

[JJ]: And while he was straight with you, how was her attitude to the series?

[GS]: Like playing the good cop, back cop *laughs*.

[JJ]: Really? Yeah. I figured. And did that, like, make you kind of, like, favor her a little bit?

[GS]: Absolutely. Absolutely. So I was a mama's boy. Right? Only child. Dad was strict. Mom was a good cop. So--

[JJ]: What was, what was some of the ways you remember growing up her kind of endearing you to her? Like, was it like cooking for you? What, what ways was she that soft, softness in the face of your dad's toughness?

[GS]: Yeah. Just save me from dad. Cover for me. You know? *laughs* Cover for me. Because if I'm, you know, not behaving properly, all she has to say is I'm gonna tell dad, and that was it. And that that was straight.

[JJ]: Yeah. Okay. So what did a typical day look like for you, especially in Ahmedabad growing up? Like, you go to school and other than that, would you then, like, come back home and practice? Or how was it?

[GS]: So here's the thing. My dad and I, we went to the same school. He was a teacher there and I was a student.

[JJ]: Oh, wow. What school is that?

[GS]: This is Navrang High School. Or sorry, not high school. Sorry. Navrang, junior high? Or maybe, elementary? Something. Yeah. Something. But, Navrang School. Navrang School, in Navrangpura, Ahmedabad. 

So dad was a teacher, and, him and I would go in the morning together on a scooter. And, you know, he dropped me to my class, and he would go to his class. And same thing coming back, we would come home together. And this was my life that I can remember. Before that, I don't really remember much. But that part I remember that dad and I would go to school together.

And, you know, I was known as the, the teachers' son. So, you know, so I kinda I don't really remember much, but, you know, people didn't really bother me or, you know, I didn't get picked on or anything like that. You know, I got favorites from teachers. And it's kinda nice, but short lived because, you know, 1988, I believe, my dad pulled me out of school. Middle of the school, he pulled me out. And that's because we got our visa to come to the States. So dad's like, "Well, what's the point of doing this school, finishing up the school here. Right? When he goes to, when we go to US, he's going to have to redo everything anyways, you know, based on his placement test and evaluation and whatnot." So he's like, "You know what? Pull him out and let's have him learn tabla. And only tabla."

[JJ]: And that lasted for what? A year?

[GS]: So that lasted almost not quite a year, but I would say close to about seven, eight months. So dad pulled me out and, of course, him being a music teacher and being in music industry, he knew a lot he knew a lot of people. Right? So he had a good friend of, his that he always performed with. His name is Vasant Parmar. And, he would come to my house early in the morning. Not early, super early, but 8:00, 9:00 in the morning. And he would pretty much stay there till after dinner, about 8:00. And I would be training under his guidance, this whole time, this whole duration of six or seven months.

[JJ]: Wow. So full time job for a kid--

[GS]: My dad's like, "I'll pay you whatever you want. Full time, you know, I'm hiring you as a full-time employee to," kinda-- Not an employee, but you know what I mean. Yeah. But "I'm kind of hiring you to just be here because that's it. This is it. We're going to US, and we're not gonna come back. You know, it's for good. And I need him to learn tabla before we go," because here, you know, 1989, there hardly any Indians here.

So he knew that it was over then, that my music career was over. And he wanted to see me as a, you know, as a good musician. And he knew that I had music in me. And it would have been a waste if he had not given me that that guidance and that opportunity to, opportunity to, learn before coming to the States in 1988.

[JJ]: Yeah. What led your family to come here? How did that happen?

[GS]: So my uncle, my dad's younger brother, had moved to the States, on student visa. He was doing his pharmaceutical. So that's how he came here--

[JJ]: Where was he?

[GS]: He lived here in Chicago. 

[JJ]: Chicago.

[GS]: Yeah. Yeah. So I'm talking about back in the '70s. So he came here. He got settled here. He got a nice job and, you know, they wanted him here. So he got settled here. He sponsored my father and, of course, you know, the whole family.

[JJ]: Yeah. So try to recall the first few years' early memories. What was it like coming to America? What changes did you see? And I imagine you spoke Gujarati primarily? Primarily?

[GS]: Primarily Gujarati.

[JJ]: So when you come here, there's a culture shock. What did it look what did America look like to you?

[GS]: It honestly, it looked like something just out of the other world, you know. Just, because when you're that young, 9 years old, and when you see fast cars and you see big buildings. And you you've witnessed cold for the first time in your life because we came in November. And that was the peak time, almost close to peak time of, you know, brutal, brutal winters. And winters back in the 80's, 90's were pretty brutal. You know, people who have been here long enough, they know what I'm talking about, but they're really bad. 

[JJ]: That makes sense.

[GS]: Where would I go with this?

[JJ]: No. That makes sense. I know. It's makes sense. You're, like, excavating just memories right now. So fast cars, big buildings.

[GS]: Fast cars, big buildings. Right. So I was in complete shock. Yeah. Cultural shock because nobody spoke Gujarati, and, everybody spoke English, which I had no idea was complete alien language to me. You know? 

Going to the school first day was nervous, nerve wracking because I didn't know how I was going to fit in and how I was going to communicate with people. But later I found out that there are other people like me. There are other kids, you know, they are just like me, but they don't speak English. They speak either Hindi, Gujarati, or some other foreign language. You know, that kinda made me feel like, okay. Well, I'm not the only one. You know? And that helped me fit in with the crowd. So was it too bad?

[JJ]: This was in Chicago?

[GS]: Suburbs actually. Here. Yeah. 

[JJ]: Okay. And do you remember what school did you go to?

[GS]: Yes. I went to Holmes Junior High. Which is in Mount Prospect.. And then I went to, Elk Grove High School, which is in Elk Grove.

[JJ]: Okay. So, yeah, take take me through your school days. So you are here fresh off the boat and trying to kind of, like, acclimate here. So what kind of what kind of student do you become in your middle school, high school?

[GS]: Growing up, I wasn't really found a school too much. I was always really disconnected with studying in school, and I don't know. It's just, just never, you know, never really clicked with me. And I always focus more on music and just, you know, being out and not really focusing on where I was supposed to focus on at the time. Kinda had a little bit of a bad influence as well growing up. You know, the peers weren't really as one would want to have growing up. They had a lot of, influence on, you know, my decisions.

But growing up, you know, it wasn't really too bad. You know, I mixed in with the crowd. I'm pretty okay with getting mixed in with the crowd. It can't be a little bit of an antisocial, but I think I was okay. I didn't get too much of attention from parents because they were always busy working. Right? But, you know, it was really music that kept me sane. And kept me together. You know? 

[JJ]: So all this while you were still rehearsing, still practicing music?

[GS]: Uh, practicing, playing. Not really practicing. But, yeah, I guess you could say playing and practicing. So, you know, after I came here, you know, the, the performance that I started doing was with my dad, actually.

[JJ]: Okay. Tell me about that. So we came here in '89. Right? So let's maybe kinda go back before the school started, because this is how I actually kind of fit in with, the community here. Back in '89, but back in 1990, there weren't that many Indians. So the only place you would find Indians is at a temples. So luckily for my dad and I, you know, being musicians, we're like, well, this is a great opportunity to go into temples and, you know, do some, bhajans and do some seva and also get to meet people. And that's how I, my music journey started actually, you know, playing, I guess you can stay on the stage or in front of people, on a microphone, you know. My journey started very young age because of that, because I started playing at temples, dad and I. So Dad would sing bhajans with his harmonium and I would accompany him with the tabla.

[JJ]: Wow. So we just had two people-- 

[GS]: Just two of us. And it was father-son duo. And at that, those times, you know, that time, there weren't there weren't that many musicians. I mean, you know, there aren't that many Indians, let alone musicians, right? But so we were like, you know, giants like, you know, during that time, like, "Oh my god. Who are these two?" Right? "Father and son duo. This is amazing." And we're quite busy, actually. You know? We're quite busy performing bhajans at various events, suranjalis, or in a few people's houses, suranjalis or, just at mandirs, bhajans and aartis. 

And people really got to know us, and know me, you know, that this little kid is playing tabla so good. And that kind of inspired me more to kind of keep doing what I was doing and maybe, you know? Because at that time, I had nobody to teach me more because I was here. And, you know, 1990s, when you have YouTube or when you have Internet like that, you know, where we can just go and learn on our own, like, how we can do, you know, that so easily now. 

So I just kept playing whatever I knew, basically. You know? And which wasn't a lot because I only had a little bit of time. So, you know, playing with dad, you know, kinda helped me just to stay in the loop. Right? Until another journey--my music journey started in 1996, but that's kind of, down there--

[JJ]: So before we get to that, you are studying in school or whatever you can manage to study, and then you also accompany your father to these gigs. Is that how your father made money primarily, or did he have other jobs?

[GS]: My dad, he worked, again, you know, very small odd jobs here and there just to, you know, make ends meet. But his primary focus was music because, you know, music was his life, his bread and butter in India. But here, you know, you had to work, sadly, to say you can't just live off on music. You know, not everybody can do that. Eventually, someone's gotta bring in the money, consistently, you know.

And, so, no, he worked, but he also did a lot of music. He taught private-- he gave private music lessons at home, at people's home. Also did a lot of events and, you know, bhajans and garba shows and other Bollywood events.

[JJ]: Alright. So what transition happened in '96 with the music?

[GS]: So in 1996 is when I had graduated from high school. And after high school comes college. So I think my family decided that is probably a good idea to go back to India for the first time after coming to the States and get more proper training before, you know, I go into college. I had about two and a half months between, I had to start college.

So in 1996, June 1996 is when I went off to India. And maybe May. Yeah. But I know we stayed there for about two-- two or about close to two and a half months. And, again, same teacher was Vasant Parmar. Came in, same thing. Locked me up in the room. And from morning till night, that's all I did. And I was 16 at the time. And that was my primary mission, is to go back to India and learn as much as I could during another short period of time. 

[JJ]: Was it-- did you attitude to learning change a little bit from that previous time and today, when you're 16 years old?

[GS]: Absolutely. Absolutely. It's a good question. So early, my childhood days, I wasn't really that serious. Serious meaning, you know, you're a kid. Right? But I was disciplined from my father because he was so strict. And I'm like, "Man, I have to do this, you know, because my dad's gonna yell at me. He's gonna scream at me, and, you know, he's gonna get mad. I have to do this." Yeah. I wanted to, but at the time at the same time, when you're a little kid, you don't expect a little kid to play tablas for eight hours, nine hours. Right? You just don't. But, you know, because of his fear, I had to. 

But at the age of 16, now this time, I was there for eight hours playing tabla and learning tabla because I wanted to. Not because dad wanted me to, because I wanted to. And that made a huge difference in my understanding, learning music, and, you know, kind of applying my own, strategy and own ideas and own creativity into it. And that really changed my playing and my outlook in music afterwards. 'Cause not only I learned tabla,  but I also learned other percussions as well. So I learned drums. Western drums. And that really changed, you know, kind of level in music. Right? Because now you know a different percussion that's not only played with your hands, but sticks. So that's a whole different control of, of playing an instrument.

[JJ]: And that also you've learned in India?

[GS]: I learned drums in India. Well, I learned the, the basic sticking work. The drum sticking, like, you know, how to hold a stick, what patterns to play, how to, how to play the patterns, and-- And, maybe a little bit of on the drums, maybe two weeks, on the drums. So I didn't get a whole lot of training on the drums, but because I knew tabla, I didn't need a whole lot of training on the drums.

[JJ]: Oh, so that translated?

[GS]: Absolutely. And in tabla, they say it's the grandfather of all percussions. If you-- if one can learn and understand and its language, they can play any instrument in the world. Because you're pretty much applying the concept.

[JJ]: And are are you also learning music theory at any point, or is it just, like, by practice and listening?

[GS]: No. So music theory too. At the younger, young age, I was taught both theory and practical. Which is why I can teach, someone.

[JJ]: So what happens so that after that training, you come back, and then what does life look like?

[GS]: Well, so then I started doing a lot of shows and drums--on drums because, you know, that was a new addition to my, to my skill set. You know? And, you know, people knew me as a drummer. And, gradually, people just knew me as a drummer. They forgot me that, you know, they forgot that I also play with tabla, but, you know, I also kept tabla alive, with the drums. But it was such a new instrument, and everybody was so fascinated. Like, "Oh, Gopal's playing the drums now. Okay. Well, let's get him for drums now, you know, to see what he can play and, you know, how we can utilize how we can utilize him in the drums." But, drum became my primary instrument afterwards, actually, after coming back from India.

[JJ]: Did that have anything to do with drums being more palatable, acceptable, cool, than a foreign instrument?

[GS]: I would just say not more of that, but just more in demand what the industry was requiring at the moment. And--

[JJ]: And when you say-- Mhmm.

[GS]: --the fact that--Go ahead.

[JJ]: No you go 'head

[GS]: No. I said the fact that I can play tabla or drums both, that kept me very busy.

[JJ]: I see. And, and what kind of gigs were you doing? Still with your dad? Or did you, like, branch out individually? 

[GS]: No. No. So I perform a lot of events basically here. You know? Marriage events, receptions, a lot of private, private events. Some ticket shows. Not many, but some ticket shows as well. But mainly private events, you know.

[JJ]: And were you studying? Like, what did you pursue in college?

[GS]: So I really wanted to go into, something in medical. Right? So it didn't have to be-- I didn't wanna be a doctor or a nurse because that was way too much schooling for me, but some something in medical. Just didn't know quite what. So I was in the pursuit of, in pursuit of taking medical courses, but somewhere along the line in the beginning, years of my college, I stopped, you know, I took a, took a, pretty long break from, from college, let's just say, after two years. So I kept my medical pursuit, career pursuit to the side, and kinda just went off doing shows and, just really focusing on music. I got a, I got a nice job in marketing, so I was doing that that for, like, good four years.

And I was doing really well. Right? And then I realized, "No, no. I need to go back and, you know, probably finish up and get what I wanted to get." And at that time, medical billing and coding was really in demand and popular. So went into doing medical billing and coding, and that was a turning point in my life, in my non-music career.

[JJ]: Did you do that just for yourself or did you arrive at that by yourself, or what were you did you have, like, your parents pushing you towards that career?

[GS]: No. I feel like at that time, I think it was 2010. Maybe 2009 or 2010. I think we're just going through that really bad financial economic, you know, fall. I think 2008 was And '09 and '10, was just kind of we're just coming back up. And I'm like, "Man, I gotta do something else," you know. Because I did the marketing job for, like, four years, and then I went to Philadelphia for a year for something for a business related, gig. But that didn't work out.  So I came back, and I'm like, "You know, I need to start something else." 

And then I remember I'm like, "You know what? I'm gonna take on that medical, career gig that I was thinking about." So I took the medical billing and coding course. I'm like, "You know what? This will be fast. I'll get it get it done in a year, and I can pursue a nice, career out of this."

[JJ]: Yeah. And did that happen? 

[GS]: Absolutely. Yeah. Absolutely.

[JJ]: Can you talk about your career, about--

[GS]: Sure. So I got into a fiscal medical career, billing and coding. Got done in about a year, less than a year. And right afterwards, actually, I wasn't even done, but I landed a job in, in the in the same line of business, you know, in the billing and coding department. So, got good experience. Worked there for about six months to-- about six months to about eight months. Got another job, same field, worked there for about another six, eight months. And then I got an opportunity from someone who used to be, who went-- he used to go to the same college as I as, you know, as I did. And he remembered me. He's like, "Hey, are you-- didn't you go to Harper?" I'm like, "Yes. I did." And, you know, we kind of bumped heads, while I was working. And he used to be in the pharmacy industry. He owned a pharmacy.

So he made an offer to me. He's like, "Well, since you're in this business, this line of business--" It was a home care doctor's business. And he's like, "Since you're in this business, you seem to know a lot about billing and coding--" You know, because I was the kind of the, the main guy in doing the coding and billing. He said how-- "I have an opportunity for you, you know, if you're willing to." And he threw me an opportunity that I couldn't refuse.

He wanted me to manage his own, manage, his, mobile doctor's office, that he just had started, and he had nobody to run it. And he was actually looking for somebody who knew how to bill and code. And, you know, that that little meeting, that little the spark, that was a turning point in my life, you know. And that landed me a nice career, you know, in the in the medical industry that that I had wanted, you know, when I had started college, and I finally was able to do that.

And so I started his business, you know, I got in, you know, as a partner and was making a good salary, was a managing director of the company, was responsible for pretty much operating the entire company from start to end. They were just, I guess you could say, sleeping partners. But that really it went really, really well, though. It went really well. You know, that company grew to almost 1,200, 1,500 patients, in a very short amount of time. And, yeah, you know, that led me to another, opportunity and, you know, this thing's it was good. It was good. Life was good. You know? Music was going on. Career was going on. Life was sweet.

[JJ]: So, so and do you do that to this day?

[GS]: So again, there was a downfall, in 2017. 

[JJ]: Mhmm. So seven years you pursued that.

[GS]: Yes The downfall was actually interesting because it wasn't so much of a downfall, but the way it ended could be a downfall for me. You know? The business actually-- The second-- So the first business I got out of, out of it, and I was getting a better opportunity in the second business. Jumped on the second business. Same, same gig. 
It was a new startup company, home care doctor's office.

And, the second company grew so fast that, you know, we couldn't keep up with hiring the staff, the doctors, we couldn't keep up with anything. We needed company cars, we needed a lot of financial backup to pay these people. And quite honestly, my partners didn't have the funds to kinda pursue more into the business. And they ended up, just kind of selling it off to another medical director who was willing to buy the company from us.

[JJ]: And all this while, these seven years, were you still practicing and performing music, or did you--did that go on a back burner?

[GS]: No. Music was always part of my, my life, and that never went away, not even for a day, not even for a minute. *laughing* Yeah. There's no escaping music for me. Absolutely not. But, yes. Performing. I perform-- I started performing, like I said, at the age of 9 when, you know, once I moved to the States in 1989. Dad and I started performing until this day, I'm still performing.

[JJ]: And with your dad?

[GS]: No, not with my dad. My dad actually passed away last year exactly about a year from, from now, December 11. 

[JJ]: Sorry to hear that. 

[GS]: But, I'm still performing, meaning, I'm, since the age of 9, you know, I started performing with my dad. And now till this day, I'm still performing except my dad's no more.

[JJ]: So in 2017, after that business shutdown, did you transition full time to music, or what happened? 

[GS]: Full time to music, after that downfall kind of left me in a shock, you know. So I kind of, wanted to regroup things and just see what what's next. But, you know, afterwards, my dad's health was not, you know, all that great. You can see that it was a little bit deteriorating. Not bad, but it was gradually, you can see that he was, he was aging. But after, after the business, really, you know, I just took a long break, to be honest with you. And, just didn't know what I wanted to do. I mean, music was always there. You know, music was not going anywhere. But as far as just having something as far as career, was still, you know, undecided. I was not sure what I wanted to do. It took me a long time to, to decide. But during that time, 2018 well, 2017, I kinda met somebody, on Shadi.com. In 2018, kinda, you know, I went to India, got married, and that was a *laughing* different chapter in my life. But that's what happened.

And, you know, at that time, I wasn't working. I was-- I had time good time off. And and I guess it was my time to get married. 2018 I got married, and that's another story that I kinda wanna not talk about but-- 

[JJ]: Um--

[GS]: That didn't really end too well. So let's just put it that way *laughing* 

[JJ]: Yeah, I'm sorry man. So, while you are transitioning here, and did that--and getting married, did that prove to be a needed kind of-- I don't wanna say distraction, but did that-- How did you group yourself back together into music? Because in 2017 came the downfall, 2018, you got busy in, like, starting a new life. And then when did you start transitioning back into, okay, I wanna do music full time?

[GS]: Well, let's just say that, maybe I don't wanna get too personal, in my, my marriage life, but let's just say that the marriage didn't, last. And, it ended as soon as she came to the States within a month and a half. So she came in 2021, and the marriage had ended within a month and a half after she came. And that's when music took over. 

[JJ]: Oh, wow.

[GS]: Took over meaning that at that point, I just knew that this is it. This is my destiny. This is my calling, however you want to say it. But destiny does its work, you know? Even if you don't want to pursue something, you're looking elsewhere. But what you're destined to do and to be, you're going to do and you're going to become that person.

[JJ]: And was that-- It sounds like you were, you had, like, a newfound, like, energy for this.

[GS]: I felt like I was-- Well, first I was in shock, right, that they had ended like that and the way they had ended. But afterwards, it was such a huge relief that, you know, maybe I got saved. Maybe, maybe, you know, I'm here to fulfill another purpose and not just, the, the conventional--

[JJ]: Family man

[GS]: Family man. You know kids, and this, that-- You know, my purpose is different. 

[JJ]: It's like a second lease of life you got. 

[GS]: It was truly an awakening for me, and I also became very spiritual after that. I was always very spiritual, but, let's just say that I came to a lot of understanding of the universe and how things work.

[JJ]: I wanted to ask about that, specifically because you grew up growing up, you performed in temples so often. Did your faith as a Hindu get strengthened? Do you identify as a religious person? And when you talk about spirituality, is that, where does that fit in?

[GS]: Sure. So growing up, my parents were very religious. You know, obviously, I saw that in them. Obviously, you've heard me say I started my journey playing tabla at the temple. So obviously, you know, being around temples and you know God and scriptures and bhajans and, yes, I was surrounded by religion. But you know what I would always say that I'm more spiritual than religion, like religious. Yes I'm religious. You know, I follow, you know, the customs, the rituals and all that. But, you know, somewhere I feel like I'm very, I feel like I'm spiritual more than anything. You know, because I, I feel I believe in energy. You know? 

[JJ]: Yeah

[GS]: And energy could be in any form. 

[JJ]: Yeah. Does music come into the picture in your spirituality?

[GS]: Absolutely. And that is my way of connecting with the universe is through music because music itself is a frequency. It's the way to connect with the outside, the other realm, the other world. Right? You know, here's a crazy...thought for you. That, that the universal frequency, right, what you hear in the space, when you go measure the frequency, the vibration in space, this is 432 hz. This is what I've heard, so I don't quote me on this, but this is what I've heard that it's 432 hz. And music itself, we listen if you listen to the old recordings, right, before the digital era, the analog I'm talking about. If you listen to those that, time, music, you'll see the difference in the frequency of the music. And when you measure that frequency, it's 432, which is the universal frequency. And once we changed it to digital, that frequency changed to 440. And that 440 frequency is not considered as a very good vibration. 

And that's why you'll see, same song playing at two different frequencies. You will naturally like the 432 hz frequency better. And there is a scientific proven research behind this. So, I think music is nothing but frequency in the way to connect with the higher, the higher being, you know, whoever that may be.

[JJ]: Yeah. So do you also-- That's so interesting. Thanks for sharing that. Do you also see your practice now as your music practice as part of your spiritual practice? 

[GS]: Absolutely. 

[JJ]: Is that how you sit down?

[GS]: Absolutely. So like I said, like, after my transformation, so to speak. You know, because after, after 2019, my life had a big transformation. I don't think we mentioned that, but I think, we'll just let's just leave it at transformation. I'll just say I had things that I kinda cleaned it in my, in my life. Right? Just basically, I was reborn in 2019, and that's when spirituality hit me. "Oh my god. This is beyond." I, I don't know how to explain this to you, but, you know, I was guided through repeating numbers. I had a calling from the universe, and I kept seeing repeating numbers everywhere, believe it or not.

[JJ]: Signs

[GS]: Signs. Yeah. *laughing* Signs. So I'm driving, and I would see all of a sudden 1111 in front of me. Right? And I look elsewhere and I would look and see 222 somewhere. Right? I would just repeatedly, repeatedly see these repeating numbers. And then I would start waking up at 3:33 in the morning. Out of nowhere, just my eyes would open, I look at the clock, and it would be 3:33. "I'm like, what is going on?" This happened, like, multiple times. Multiple times. And I'm like, "This is-- Something's gotta give, you know. Like, this can't be a coincidence. I can't be seeing 333 as soon as I wake up and I open my eyes and it's 3:33 in the morning, and I'm out driving and I see license plates of 1111 and all these repeating numbers. Like, what does it mean?" Right? Well, that's when I decided to, you know, use the help of Google and YouTube and so I researched. I did my research about repeating numbers, angel numbers, and these are what these numbers are called.

[JJ]: Okay.

[GS]: Angel numbers. Angel numbers. And they say they're these are your, your guiding angels, your angels who are guiding you. And that gave me the goosebumps, and that freaked me out that, "Oh my god. Like, I can't believe it. This is actually happening because I feel connected with something or someone. I just don't know what's going on." But when I read that these are angel numbers and someone, something is trying to guide you and trying to, you know, shake you and, like, to say, "Hey! I see what you're doing." Or, like, "I'm there. I'm here. I hear you. I see you. I see what you're doing." 

Because during that time, I was really doing a lot of spiritual work like, you know, meditation and pranayama, you know, wake up waking up early in the morning, doing all these things, routines. And that really changed my outlook in life. You know, I started learning numbers, which is called numerology. So I got into numerology. I started learning astrology, and just really dove deep in the spiritual realm.

[JJ]: Yeah. It's like, even in this space where I'm sitting, I can see, like, there are, like, pictures of, Hindu gods, but also, like, I see you have rings. 

[GS]: Yup *laughing*

[JJ]: That kind of, like-- And then, like, just like things around there, signs everywhere. And do you do you relate all of these? Yeah. You have a necklace. Wow. That's a really sparkly one.

[GS]: It's a, it's a Sphatik necklace.

[JJ]: What does that mean?

[GS]: So these are, I think they're called crystals.

[JJ]: Okay. Yeah. Oh, wow.

[GS]: There are special kind of crystals that are-- So this controls, not controls, but this calms your wavering mind, basically.

[JJ]: And do you, like, do you-- Did you find any guru, or did you where did you find guidance from other than the numbers themselves?

[GS]: So, actually, that's so funny that you asked me because, without a guru, this was impossible. Right? But I actually found guru within me when I was meditating. Right? But then I did actually have, I do actually at the present moment, I have a guru in my life, right now. I'm very fortunate to say that I have a guru in my life. 

[JJ]: In India? 

[GS]: Yes. He's in India. But he comes here and he travels. He does Bhagavat Kathas and Shri Purana and, you know, various other things. He comes here and-- And, you know, he spends his few months here, and then he goes back to India. And I've known him since 2007, but not as a guru, only as someone that accompanied him in playing the tabla. So he would do the seven days, eight--seven days Bhagavat Katha, if you know what that is. 

[JJ]: Yeah. Yeah. 

[GS]: And in between-- 

[JJ]: For our listeners explain real quick?

[GS]: So Bhagavat Katha is basically the story of, the Gita, from, you know, little scriptures of Gita, and then he would put that context into the real life, and he would kind of explain it how that is, you know-- 

[JJ]: It's like storytelling. 

[GS]: It's storytelling. Exactly. What, where people can understand what Gita is trying to say. But-- So I would play these Kathas with him, and in between, there would be bhajans here and there that I would accompany him. So I met him in 2007, but never as a guru and chela kind of relationship. Right? But when my transformation happened in 2019, and when he saw this transformation, and then when I-- Remember I was talking about the numbers, and when I, when he heard all that and when he witnessed my transformation, basically, that's when I decided to make him my guru. Because I wanted answers. I wanted guidance because I had so many questions, you know, after kind of, you know, seeing the unbelievable things. Right? Like, the synchronicities and there's no such thing as coincidence. So if this can happen so many times, there's something out there. And now I have questions. Right? And for that reason, I made him my guru and, you know, very close to him. And, he guides me. He answers my questions.

[JJ]: Well, I'm very glad you kind of, like-- It sounds like you went through this dark time to find yourself on the other side, a different, evolved, more yourself person.

[GS]: You know that is my story, and that, that's why it makes my story so unique, is because I went through so much difficult times in my life. I mean, everybody has gone through difficult times, right, in their own ways. Mine might not sound so difficult because I might have to share some personal things. Right? But, you know, your destiny leads you to where you're supposed to be. So how you get there, it's just a journey. Right? 

You just have to look at that journey as a learning experience. You look back and you say, "Oh my god. I have learned so much." And if life was so easy, you know, I would have missed out some very important lessons in life. And I feel like I've learned these important lessons so that I can pass this knowledge, this wisdom to somebody else that, that, you know, is probably going through something similar that I was going through before. Who knows? Maybe I can be a guiding light. I guess, you know, so to speak.

[JJ]: So what does today, present day, what does life look like? What do you do? How do you manage your music? What is what is working and living? And what does that look like for you?

[GS]: Well, my dad's, I wouldn't say dying wish, but it was always his wish to see me follow his footstep. Basically, you know, all he did was music, and he taught music. And he had he was so passionate about teaching. And, and I'm also very passionate about teaching, but I never took it very seriously until just, you know, a few years back. And, and I feel like I would be doing him, you know, his wish fulfillment, I guess, if I led the life which he wanted me to, kind of, you know, he saw me in, in teaching music.

So right now, my, my kind of my-- My mission is to somehow have a small school of students where I can teach, you know, various instruments whether it be tabla or drums or dhol. And, just pass on the knowledge, because he always said the more you pass your knowledge, the more it will come to you.

[JJ]: Yeah. That's very interesting.

[GS]: And, you know, at the same time, also wanna pursue my music in terms of, the new generation, new age, new era. A lot of digital equipments are being used now. Right? So for me, this would be another turning point on how I use my instruments and, what this new music has influenced, how it has influenced in my, playing style and the equipments that I use. Right? So the digital era has really taken over, you know, the last few years now. So now I have some work on my plate now. You know what I mean?

[JJ]: Yeah. 

[GS]: But that that's my next, next mission in life is to kinda pursue more towards, the digital era and kinda combine the two.

[JJ]: And do you mean by that, you mean, like, recording your music, putting it out there?

[GS]: More like using samplers. Using, softwares, music softwares like Ableton, recording softwares.

[JJ]: I see. Yeah. That that's, that's exciting. What, all of these things that you have learned in your life, with music, adapting yourself to a new country, and, you know, going through ups and downs that comes with being an Indian American and, you know, facing all that, what's the advice you would give to, say, somebody moving from India today to America, to Chicago, who wants to pursue music? What's the kind of life advice would you give them?

[GS]: Well, I would say is that, how hungry are you for music? How much of importance do you give to music? Because quite honestly, making an earning in strictly music, people say it's really tough. It's not doable. But I say otherwise, it is doable. Why? It's because in India there's so many musicians. So many musicians, so much art, so much talent, everywhere. So much competition. Here, you have handful. There are handful of people who are good musicians in Chicago.

[JJ]: Especially if you find your niche.

[GS]: Yes. Absolutely. 

[JJ]: That's a great advice. This is awesome. Anything else that we might have not covered about your life here?

[GS]: No. I think life's been a great learning journey, I think. My ups and downs have taught me so much, and I am very grateful to all of my inner circumstances, whether it be good or bad. You know? I don't look back and say, you know, "I wish. I wish that." Because, no, I don't. I don't know where my destiny, like, you know, is taking me. I'm just riding the flow. I am letting the universe guide me and I tell it that, "Hey, you know what's best for me. You know why you have brought me here. To do what? You know why. So lead me to it." Until this day, I still see signs and, you know, synchronicities. So I know that somewhere, someone out there is guiding me.

[JJ]: Well, thank you so much, Gopal. This was a pleasure to interview you. Thank you so much for being vulnerable and opening up as well and taking us, giving us a glimpse of your life. Well, that concludes our interview today, for the National Indo-American Museum oral history project. This is Jitesh Jaggi. I'm signing out with Gopal Shah. Thank you.

[GS]: Thank you.
