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Australia Born
Reena Tory:
Reclaiming Her
Lost Indian
Heritage

Four generations: Northern NSW born Reena’s
family arrived in Australia in the 1800s

Reena rejected her Indian culture for its treatment of women, but her
spiritual calling to India and her love for tigers and wildlife conservation
led her to launch ‘Mantra Wild Adventures,’ with her husband Nick.
You were born and raised in Australia - tell us
a bit about your family history

I was born in a country town called Grafton, in
Northern NSW – a region called the Northern Rivers (six
hours north of Sydney). I was the youngest and have
an older brother. My Dad’s family have a long history in
the area and in Australia. They arrived in the late 1800’s
from India –via the Caribbean from what I’ve been told.
My Dad’s side is very much Australian now, although
the last two generations have married Australian born
Indian’s. My Dad’s side converted to Catholicism from
Hinduism after my great great grandparents married in
1891 in Inner city Sydney.
We think that as Hinduism was not a
recognized religion at that time, and Christianity was the
main religion, they must have converted to get married!
My Dad’s side originated from Lucknow and the family
is still trying to find out what village they are from. My
mother is a Sikh Punjabi. Her father was born in Punjab
and left India after Partition. He was following his brother
to the Fiji Islands after a request from his father to not
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come back to India without him! He found out his brother
was quite settled in Fiji and did not want to leave, and
as they were so close, my grandfather also settled in Fiji.
He bought land and lived off the land.
My Nani was a Fijian born Sikh- Punjabi and her
parents were from India. When my parents met and had
an arranged marriage, my mother moved to Australia.
My parents separated and divorced when I was quite
young and my mother brought us up in Sydney. Of
course, my father was always in the picture, but as you
can imagine, living in a single parent household as an
Indian family was not easy. My mother suffered a lot,
however her strength allowed her to get her business
degree and become an accountant, working for big
corporates, moving up the corporate ladder as a
Financial Controller. Today, my Mum is a spiritual yogi,
yoga therapist and healer.

When did you ﬁrst think of visiting India and
why?

I really did not have an interest in India at all till I
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Reena and Nick’s wedding, both share a labour of love and strong family ties
spent time in Canada, where I lived from the age of
24-28 years. It was the first time I really embraced my
Indian culture. I worked in an area of Vancouver where
the majority of my colleagues were Indian, and it was
the first time I had Indian friends! I started watching
Bollywood movies, learning more about my Punjabi
roots, and enjoying visiting the Gurdwara. When I left
Canada, I felt a calling to go to India, especially to see
my favourite animal in the world – the tiger. I actually had
a life changing moment enroute to Australia, I was in
Hawaii and in a deep meditative process, I saw myself
around tigers and felt a calling to go to India.

Growing up in Australia how much influence
did your Indian heritage have on you through
your family?

I felt it more so on my Mum’s side, who were
still quite traditional and growing up we went to the
Gurdwara every Sunday. I was quite confused as a
child, as I went to a catholic school, I attended Mass
every Friday! I spent a lot of time growing up with my
cousin’s on my Mum’s side. I was also very close to
my Nani, who lived with us and then moved into her
own place (independent woman!). As I got older my
Hindi faded, but I seemed to only speak it to my Nani.
I remember translating “Days of our Lives” and Young
and the Restless” to her (TV Soaps!). My Dad’s side
were quite Australian in most ways, although many still
cook a good curry. The cousins on that side of the family
were totally different. Most of my Dad’s siblings married
Australian’s or Europeans, and so my experience with
my “Aussie” cousins was in complete contrast to my
Mum’s side.

Of your parents who retains their Indian
heritage more - Mom or Dad? Why?

Would you say that Australians of Indian
origin are different? How? Why?

What have you observed about Indians in
Australia?

I would say that my family is very unique – especially
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the Aussie born Indians’ side. When I tell people in
Australia about how long my family has been in Australia
i.e. I am the 4th generation, they have no idea of the long
history of Indians in Australia. They are amazed. I believe
the connection is still there to India. Many of my relatives
have travelled to India and say they feel a connection
with the land and the people. It’s really hard to compare
us to other Australian Indians, as they really haven’t
been in Australia as long as my family. I’ve experienced a
number of different Indian Australians. The Fijian – Indian
Australians in India are still very much connected to their
culture and to Fiji, more so than India. Many have not
travelled to India. And now the new generation of Indian
immigrants I feel are bringing so much to this country.
Indian food and culture is becoming more accepted. It’s
a great time to be in Australia.
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My Mum – as there is still such a close connection to
India, and she still has relatives in our village in Punjab.
This is because my Mum’s side are first generation
removed from India, and the culture has been retained.
I believe on my Dad’s side, as Australia was still a young
nation when they arrived on Aussie shores – only 100
plus years after the British arrived in Australia, they did
need to assimilate to the Australian way. We can verify
this with one of my ancestors getting on the boat in
India with one name, and exiting the boat in Australia
with an anglicized name. Why would this happen unless
there was a compelling reason to be accepted into the
country as easily with an Indian name vs. a western
name.

They are hardworking in general, and still retain their
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the answer was clear in my heart. The biggest “kick” I
got from the universe was in 2009. It was the year I lost
my corporate identity. I worked in Telecommunications
in a highly paid, stressful job. I had already been to India
a year back to spend time with NGO’s, local people and
in the forests of India. I knew I wanted to get my travel
business going, but I was sucked into the corporate
life.
Until finally during the Global Financial Crisis, I was
let go. I was given a severance package, and I knew this
was my time to get my business going. I switched to
hospitality to get some experience in the industry but I
soon got fed up with working for someone. On my lunch
break I would often sit across from the Sydney Opera
house and meditate by the water. One day I got the call
so loud and clear, “Reena, quit your job and go to India.”
That’s what I did, I quit after the weekend and booked a
ticket to India. The rest is history.

What are the frustrations and rewards of doing
business in India?
Reena felt called back to India and she listened to her heart
culture and connection to India. They are very caring
people and give a lot to the Australian community. They
really have contributed a lot culturally, economically.
Indians segregate themselves from mainstream
Australia. Like some communities of a particular culture
they like to congregate in a particular suburb to be close
to people of the same culture. I feel Indians do this,
but it’s in a very inclusive way, and what happens is it
creates a nice little hub where other Australians like to
visit the area to immerse themselves into Indian culture.

What do you cherish most about your Indian
heritage?

Our culture is so vibrant. I love the colours, the the
spirituality and the knowledge that comes out of our
ancient motherland.

Is there anything you dislike? Why?

Growing up, I disliked the way men were made to be
important and women were meant to be in the kitchen,
hidden and our voices didn’t matter. I hated it, and it’s
why I rejected my culture at a young age.

How did your travel business lead you to
India?

It was always a spiritual calling. I knew I had a
purpose with conservation and tigers. I didn’t know how
it was all going to happen, but I found when I meditated,

Deadlines and time frames and things happening
last minute. Australians work with deadlines and when
something can’t be delivered by that date, they move
on. Working with Indian partners, it’s a challenge when
deadlines aren’t always met or they happen last minute!
But the relationships I have made have been life
changing and I feel grateful to be where I am today
and to know and work with the people I do. They have
become my family.
Over the next two years, I’ll be transitioning to live in
India 4-6 months a year during our peak travel season.
This is to support my clients while they’re travelling, and
for my own presence in India. I’ve experienced living in
India in 2009 for five months and I loved it. I am sure I
will cope quite well.

What is the Indian side to you that Nick likes
and doesn’t like?

Likes – food, family orientation and hospitality as this
resonates with his Italian heritage. I actually just asked
him what he doesn’t like, and he can’t think of one! (God
bless him!).

Both of you being Australians with a different
heritage, did you have to adapt to each other in
ways you did not expect?

Our families are very similar in many ways. We
both love food. We bond over meals and like to get
together. Family is important to both sides and our
families are big. There are many similarities between
Indian and Italian cultures. It hasn’t been hard at all.
The only difficulty I have found is probably in the way
THE INTERNATIONAL INDIAN
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we communicate. My Italian side are much more vocal
in expressing themselves and will tell it like it is. If they
don’t like something they will say it. If they want to get
something off their chest with someone, they will say it.
Whereas we are more reserved in communicating our
thoughts (use less hand gestures!) and we don’t like to
get people on the wrong side. Indians like to keep the
peace in many ways. This has taken some adjustment
for both of us.

What has been the best and worst travel
experience in India?

My 1st trip to India in 2007 was a life changing
experience. I spent two and a half months travelling
through Northern India, Central India, Mumbai, Goa,
then up to Assam. I did this all on my own, on local
buses, trains and planes. I always felt taken care of
wherever I was (on a spiritual level) and even though I
was challenged on a daily basis, I grew so much from
the experience.
On that same trip in 2007, in Kaziranga National
Park in Assam, I saw a mother and a baby rhino shot
by poachers, and their horns removed. The mother was
still alive, even with bullet wounds to her head. It was
the worst thing I had ever seen and the turning point.
It changed my life. It was the reason I left the corporate
world in the end and started my travel business,
Mantra Wild Adventures, in a way to support these
communities, the environment and change my clients
lives through travel.

Tell us about your home in the Blue Mountains

I call it the Aussie Himalayas. Not as high though
(only 1,000m), we live in a piece of paradise. We have
a beautiful cottage that backs onto the Blue Mountains
National Park – a heritage listed park. There is something
that I love about mountains, which is why I am probably
so drawn to the Himalayas. There is a different energy.
The people are different. Life slows down. I literally stop
and smell the flowers. I bird watch from our balcony
every day. It’s our sanctuary and everyone that visits
says the same thing. It’s our own retreat. From a spiritual
perspective, the Blue Mountains is said to be an energy
centre, and the Aboriginal people conceived it as a
‘fertile’ area.

What’s special about Australia?

I am very grateful for my life in Australia. We are
very lucky here. It’s not as crazy as India. It’s a country
that balances me. Because of our long connected (in
Australian Colonial History) history to Australia, I feel
a deep connection for this place. I love the Australian
Bush, the animals, the landscapes, the vastness that
it is. I’m inspired by the indigenous history. I feel that

Nick and Reena Tory: family is important on both sides,
communication needs some adjustment
because we have such a short European history that
this old continent is a mystical place. 50 million years
of isolation, after splitting from Gondwana means that
Australia is a unique place unlike any other in the world.
I studied Australian fauna and Indigenous history at
university and it fascinated me how unique this country
is, and how intelligent the Aboriginal people of Australia
were.

What’s special about India?

India is my motherland. When I return, I feel like I
have come home. Even though I may not speak the
language, I feel like I fit into life there. I love that when
I visit each time, I am continually seeing new things, I
grow a little more, I discover a new destination, I meet
interesting people. There is always a learning for each
trip to India. It’s a lifetime of learning for India.

Do You Consider Yourself Indian or
Australian?

There are friends that know me well and they say to
me, “Reena, when I look at you, you are not Indian, you
are not Australian, you are Reena.” I really resonate with
what my friends say.
At the end of the day, at a deeper level, when we
remove the barriers of race, religion, borders etc, all
we really are is who we are. I’m not Indian, I’m not
Australian. I’m me. TII
Frank Raj is the founding editor of TII
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HEALTH

Are your kids
protected?
Dr. Priya S. Nair

Specialist Paediatrician, Al Zahra Medical Centre, Dubai

Vaccines are one of the most successful public
health interventions of all times. They have played
an important role in eradicating diseases like small
pox and controlling many diseases. But as parents
we get upset when we watch our babies get three to
four shots during doctor visits. Many questions pop
up inside our mind. It is important to be informed
about how vaccines help your child.

How do vaccines help?
Vaccines are either inactivated or killed germs. They
do not cause serious illness. They contain only a
tiny amount of antigens that your baby encounters
every day. When a vaccine is administered, the
person’s immune system is activated against the
particular antigen in the vaccine. It prepares the
person for future invasions by the kind of microbe
the vaccine contained. On re-exposure the child’s
immune system will quickly recognise and prevent
the infection

Which all diseases are prevented?
Almost 16 infectious diseases are prevented by
routine vaccinations. Many of them are combined
vaccines. One shot may contain more than one
vaccine.

HPV- protects from cancer caused by human
papilloma virus
Meningococcal vaccine - protects against bacteria
that causes meningococcal disease. The two most
severe conditions caused by this bacteria are
meningitis (infection of fluid and lining of brain) and
septicaemia (bloodstream infection)

Why are certain vaccinations offered every
winter?
During winter months people’s immunity levels drop
and they become more prone to infection. Certain
diseases are more likely to spread at this time; for
example “flu” or influenza. Each year a new vaccine
to protect against influenza is made available
from September. People do not think of the flu as
a fatal disease, but it can be, and anyone who has
experienced a bout of the flu know it is not pleasant.
As the viruses that cause influenza undergoes
genetic changes, vaccine needs to be changed
every year. So a ‘flu’ vaccine need to be taken every
year. It is especially important for those with chronic
health problems such as asthma, diabetes and heart
disease to get this vaccine. However it is important
to remember that it does not prevent common cold.

Vaccines are not just for babies. There are vaccines
for older children too. The important vaccines for
teens are

Pneumonia is an infection of the lungs and can
occur as a result of different causes. One of the most
common bacteria causing pneumonia during winter
months is called Pneumococcus. There is a vaccine
to prevent infection by this organism.

Tdap - it protects against tetanus, whooping cough
and diphtheria

By vaccinating we are protecting not only our
children, but also our future generations.

Are there vaccines for preteens and teens?
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