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THE SHAH FAMILY:

Travelers with Purpose
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hester is full of amazing families that do interesting
and impactful things. The Shah family is one that
believes giving back to the community and the
larger world is incredibly important.
In 1998, Raj and Namrta Shah were married, living on
the upper west side of Manhattan and both were working
as accountants in the financial services industry. After eight
years, Raj was on the partner track at his firm but he had long
held a dream of joining the Peace Corps. By 1999, both the
Shahs felt as though they wanted to make a more meaningful
contribution. Raj asked Namrta if she would join the Peace
Corps with him and Namrta said yes, “not fully understanding
what I had agreed to.” That decision changed their lives and
continues to influence their decisions today.
In 2000, they began a two-year, three-month stint in
Honduras, providing economic development services in
a country that had been hard hit by Hurricane Mitch in
1998. They chose Honduras because they had some Spanish
language skills and the native diet would be in line with
their vegetarianism. There was plenty of work and they
immersed themselves in it. They helped local women develop
microbusinesses, worked on reforestation projects and
provided cooking, health and hygiene classes. They worked
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with children in their neighborhood and also helped with
children in a local orphanage. Returning to Honduras in 2012
with their own children, it was rewarding for them to see
some of those children from the orphanage now studying
in college.
After their volunteer service, they moved back to the
United States in 2002. During their time abroad, 9/11 had
occurred. Losing friends and colleagues in the tragedy, as well
as living a totally different lifestyle in Honduras, convinced
them they were not ready to resume their lives in New
York City. They were living in West Orange with their three
children Anjali, Anika and Jeevan when they first visited
Chester with friends on a pumpkin-picking trip. They enjoyed
Chester’s country atmosphere and after investigating the
school system, moved here in 2013.
Anjali, 16, is a junior in the International Baccalaureate
(IB) Diploma program at West Morris Mendham High School
(WMMHS). The IB program engages students in a rigorous
and broad-based pre-collegiate curriculum during the junior
and senior years. Anjali is the assistant student producer for
Mendham Players, working behind the scenes in the front
office. She helps with costumes, advertising and design for
T-shirts, tickets and the lobby. She also helps coordinate
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meetings for production and is helping to revamp the
Mendham Players social media. Anjali is also currently
working on her Girl Scout Gold Award project, designing
the website for the Chester/Mendham Food Pantry, www.
chestermendhamfp.com. She is also a member of the
WMMHS Service Club.
Anika, 14, is a freshman at WMMHS where she plays in
the marching band. She plays basketball and plans to tryout
for the girls’ team at WMMHS. She is a second-degree black
belt in Tae Kwon Do and practices at Master Jeon Tae Kwon
Do in Chester. She is the leader of the demonstration team
that puts on shows at Master Jeon’s and is also an assistant
instructor there. Anika is also an umpire for Chester baseball
and softball. Additionally, she is finishing up her Girl Scout
Silver Award project, putting air plants in Dickerson School
to help the air quality and to teach the children about
plants. Thirty-three teachers were interested in her project
so she created 33 displays in the classrooms and one for the
main office.
Jeevan is a seventh-grader at Black River Middle School
(BRMS). He is an active member of the Boy Scouts with
Troop 139. He participates in BRMS’s Science Technology
Engineering and Math (STEM) Club, the Technology Club
and will try out for the baseball team this coming spring.
He is also in Model UN, a new two-year class offered at
BRMS. Jeevan also plays baritone saxophone in the seventh/
eighth-grade band, and is a mentor in the sixth-grade band.
Impressively, Jeevan already holds a G Suite Certification
from Google, certifying he has demonstrated a mastery of
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the G Suite applications Google Docs, Sheets and Slides.
Jeevan also really enjoys cooking and likes computer coding
and enjoys taking classes online at Udemy.com. Udemy is an
online learning program that offers over 100,000 different
classes in a wide variety of topics.
Both Raj and Namrta are first-generation Americans. They
recognize the sacrifices their parents made to come to the
United States and the value they placed on education.
“Our parents took pride in making sure their children
learned and we feel the same way about education,” Raj says.
“When you look at it, education is the best thing you can get
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to position yourself in the world. That’s why for us, traveling
is critical, it’s not just about what you learn in the classroom.
As parents, we have realized it’s more than about the four
walls of the classroom, it’s also about bringing education
to life.”
Anyone who knows the Shah family knows they take
amazing trips together, sometimes thrown together at the
last minute. They have been to Egypt, Peru, Iceland, India,
Mexico, Costa Rica, Honduras and Cuba, not to mention the
many road trips along the east coast and the many national
parks from the Mexican border to the Colorado Rockies.
The list is long and varied, but the entire family considers
themselves travelers and not vacationers.
“Travelers don’t just go sit on a beach, they interact and
immerse themselves with the local culture and people,”
says Namrta.
Each destination visited has adventures, from climbing
a 1,200-foot cliff in Peru to eat lunch in a pod affixed to the
cliff and then zip-lining back down, to being pulled over by
a police officer in Juarez, Mexico just before crossing the
border back into the United States, to living with a local
family for several days while visiting Cuba. Each place
mentioned elicits more stories and laughter from all five
family members.
This summer, the four eldest Shahs attended a mission
trip to West Virginia through the ACT Now Youth Fellowship,
a local nonprofit that takes youth to the Appalachians for
service projects. Jeevan was too young to attend, but this
coming summer he will go with his family when they return
for another session.
Anika summed up what she and Anjali learned from the
mission trip.
“Not everybody is fortunate enough to have safe houses
and we should do what we can to help people and not take
our lives for granted.”
Volunteerism is also a core value of the Shah family.
“The Peace Corps changed our outlook a lot,” Namrta says.
Raj agrees.
“We didn’t want the Peace Corps to be our only community
service experience and just go back to the old lifestyle. It’s
one of the reasons we wanted to continue being involved in
the community and volunteering.”
Namrta had been a Girl Scout troop leader in West Orange
and jumped right into the Girl Scout community in Chester.
She remains a troop co-leader for her daughter Anika’s
troop and until last month, was the service unit manager
for all the Girl Scout troops in Chester, a position she held
for three years. She also is the director of the Educational
Foundation of the Chesters, a not-for-profit organization
whose mission is to enhance the quality of education and
provide opportunities to develop and maintain innovative
programs for all Chester students. She is also a substitute
teacher in the Chester schools.
Namrta has also volunteered and worked for a women’s
outreach center in Elizabeth called Josephine’s Place, where
she has served in a variety of capacities, including being the
associate director and teaching English as a second language
(ESL) and a variety of other classes to support recent
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immigrant women as they integrate
into American society. In 2017, she was
recognized at their annual fundraiser
gala with the Mother Josephine Marie
Humanitarian Award for her work with
the group over nearly 15 years.
“It was truly humbling!”
Namrta says.
Raj is the senior vice president (VP)
of student financial aid for Lincoln
Tech, a vocational training school
for skilled trade programs such as
automotive technology, diesel, heating
ventilation and air conditioning
(HVAC), welding programs and others.
They have 21 campuses in 17 states
across the US.
“There is a deficit in skilled trades
and it’s important to note that career
and technical education is available
and out there,” Raj says. “The skilled
trades are a viable career path.”
Raj is currently serving in his
second three-year term as the VP of
the Chester board of education. Given
his expertise in the area of vocational
training, Raj has been asked by the
NJ State Boards Association (NJSBA)
to participate in a new initiative, the
Career-Focused Learner Ambassadors.
Their primary goal is to broaden
awareness for board members
throughout New Jersey school
districts regarding the alternative
post-secondary and career options
for the non-college-bound learner.
Raj has also been actively involved
with Chester Cub and Boy Scouts
since 2014.
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“Between our travels and service in
our community, realizing the impact
both nationally and internationally,
we hope that our children aspire to
do something for the world and be
involved as adults,” Namrta says.
“We are very fortunate and
recognize that Chester is a very special
place,” says Raj. “We are sheltered
and protected and not as exposed to
certain things. So when we travel, we
make a point of going to places that
are less fortunate in other parts of the
world. We try to reinforce that with
the kids, you are privileged here in
Chester.”
Namrta says that is also a reason
they travel to places “where they
might rent out a room in someone’s
house and cook with them and learn
how the local people live and connect
with them.”
They are thrilled they chose to live
in Chester.
“The kids can walk into town and
go to Main Street and they can partake
of all the shopping and fun here. They
feel safe here in the community. I
think moving to Chester was the best
decision we have made,” says Raj.
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