Parekhs’ “Early Adopter” Genes

 “It is always risky to stereotype a community but perfectly safe to stereotype oneself” is how I once opened a debate about our family.  Borrowing from the business terminology of the technology adoption style, I have always classified myself as early adopter. The more I thought about this label, however, the more I realized that the Parekh family history is littered with “early adopter” stories; and maybe it’s actually in Parekh genes.

It is common to categorize people into trailblazers, early adopters, fast followers, followers or laggards. A trailblazer specializes in charting a new path, though some of them may be a dead-end, while an early adopter specializes in detecting an early path that will become its own highway in due time. 

Late Devchand Parekh was not the first Indian or Gujarati to go England for higher studies, but he was one of the early Indian barristers to recognize the growing value of organized legal system. His sons, son-in-laws and nephews were not the first to become engineers in India, but they became some of the founding members that built the Indian industry post-independence[footnoteRef:-1].  [-1:  For the record, Dr. Manubhai Parekh was a member of the Sarkar commission that led to creation of IIT system.
] 


Numerous Parekhs, this writer included, are in the first batch of Indian entrepreneurs coming out of the 20th century information technology revolution. 

My first immigration occurred five years prior to coming to the US. Having led an extremely protective family life in a small isolated industrial colony several hours from Bombay, going to IIT Bombay as a residential student was like immigrating to another society. I was thrown into a vast diversity of Indian nationalities, culture, beliefs and experiences. Gandhian ideals, inculcated from both sides of the parents,were no longer the only model to follow or look up to; Vedic culture was not the only old rich tradition to be proud of; the British were not only the imperialist power to denounce. 

On a personal level, it was also the place where I discovered girls. I met Matra during the early days of IIT and fell madly in love. Our courting lasted most of my years at IIT and continued in the US. She decided to immigrate to the US and I followed her to the US immediately after my graduation.

Gandhians and modern Marxists agree on one thing – the Indian wedding ceremony with a lavish reception should be condemned. Immigrating to the US solved that issue for us as well as for the family. During the days of strict foreign exchange control, we landed in the US with one hundred and eight dollars in the pocket. On the days leading to our wedding, we found ourselves with only about eight dollars of cash. The court fee and blood test took five out of the eight. In terms of the amount spent on a wedding, ours will go down in Parekh’s history as the most expensive wedding- because it consumed over sixty percent of our net worth.

Selecting University of California at Berkeley for my graduate work was obvious choice – both the free speech movement and the hippies of San Francisco were still very much alive on the streets of Berkeley.  The thing we didn’t consider, or even care about at the time, was Dr. Noyce and the founding of Intel just few years prior to our arrival in the SF/Bay Area. This was the birth of the semiconductor industry, which originated a new model of entrepreneurship and innovation and has molded the lives of so many Indian entrepreneurs.

Two years after graduating from UCB, I received a call from my UC advisor one weekend. He was starting a consulting company and wanted me to join him. It sounded like a good idea then. With a lot of sweat, little venture money and no mentor to guide us,, Consilium became successful after nearly ten years and went public in 1989. The original founders, all very young when we started, unanimously agreed on the night of going public that had we known what we knew now, we would have never started the company. The odds were too high to objectively attempt such a venture. In each of my three following ventures, objective analysis would have given the wrong answer. It was the intuition, perseverance and timing of the early adopters that changed the odds.

As I look back on the days when Indian entrepreneurs were far and few on the map of technology companies, I truly recognize the value of early entry. Many company hierarchies had a set placing and stereotyped views of ethnicity, for everyone from fifth generation Caucasians to African-Americans. Even the Chinese and Japanese, with their broken English, faced preset perceptions.

Indians, with their excellent technical education, good grasp of the Western business culture and adequate command of the language had no preset slot. One could call on the CEO or on a lowly engineer of any company. Since other Indians were also just starting to enter the business landscape, leveraging on Indian mafia, particularly IIT mafia, gave me an unfair advantage over many  others. It was easier for me to do business in Taiwan and Japan than it was for my Caucasian counterparts as I could position myself as a link to Asian culture.

Many have talked about the discrimination new immigrants faced in their early days. I found none. It could also be attributed to my advisor, co-founder and colleague Jon Golovin, possibly informed by his Jewish background, who helped set the right culture at Consilium from the very beginning. If there were any incidents, they showcased how little some of the mid-westerners knew of Indian immigrants, not their intentions to discriminate or stereotype.
“We make a living by what we get; we make a life by what we give” - Winston Churchill. Parekhs have followed this tradition for generations. My living is clearly a result of IIT, SF/BA community and, on a larger scale, India in general. As I approached thirty years of working, I was determined to make use of my remaining productive years to give back to the community that shaped my success. 

My engagement with IIT began when my batch realized that IIT, unlike the US universities, has little alumni network.  After several years of effort, the IIT Bombay Heritage fund, the US alumni network, became the first fully developed Indian organization to support its alma-matter. It still remains the most organized and largest Indian entity across the American continent. Today, the IIT Bombay campus is full of new buildings and schools funded by the alumni. And perhaps even more importantly, numerous alumni have personally spent an extensive number of hours helping the institute and its students.

Back in the early 1980s when we were struggling with our first start-up, Consilium, I had no one to turn to for advice. Experienced Indian entrepreneurs were still in the making and there was a limited network that existed for me as a twenty seven year old immigrant. At the founding of TiE (The Indus Entrepreneur) we were determined to ensure that no young entrepreneur would go through what we experienced. I am glad to have played a very small role in making TiE what it is today -- a network of 13,000 members in 56 chapters across 13 countries.

In 2009, another opportunity arose when the Indian government tapped a good friend, Nandan Nilekani to oversee the introduction of Unique ID, a program similar to the US social security number, in India. It is meant to provide a foundation on which residents can efficiently receive benefits, banks can transect, and residents can move across the country easily. It was a massive technological undertaking since Nandan was committing to roll out the scheme in twelve to eighteen months. It was hard to resist the temptation to work at the world’s largest start-up. With two bags, I relocated to Bangalore for over an year to successfully meet the challenge of rolling out the production system in less than fourteen months. It fulfilled my childhood ambition of working as a babu (government official) and I hope other card carrying authentic babus could maintain the momentum.

In July of 2008, Dr. Manubhai Parekh called me to inform about a professor who was doing research about Indians at MIT. Prof. Ross Bassett of North Caroline State University had deeply gotten interested in Parekhs, particularly when he saw a 1940 photograph of Sir Pattani’s Boston visit. Out of eight students, four were Parekhs. He provided details about the Parekh family that none of us knew.  For example, Devchand Parekh came to visit the World’s Columbian Fair in June 1893 and also visited Washington DC on July 16, 1893 when Washington Post ran an article on him. Our knowledge of the family has multiplied several times through work of Prof. Bassett, Rekhaben Gosalia and Shailajaben Parikh. My job has been simply to act an librarian and ensure that every little item of the Parekh’s legacy of Early Adoption is preserved.

It is fascinating to note Early Adaptor signs in Devchand Parekh’s US visit in 1893 or T. M Shah’s engineering degree from MIT in 1930, and it will be even more intriguing to speculate how these genes will manifest in the next generation of Parekhs who have spread across five continents and numerous professions. Well, they might even venture into military service.



