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By Meagan Beck | mbeck@mlive.com

WASHINGTON D.C. - A former Grand Rapids resident was recently recognized for volunteer

work she does abroad in Kolkata, India.

Jennifer Heemstra, a professionally trained pianist, received the Associates of the American
Foreign Service Worldwide Secretary of State Award for Outstanding Volunteerism Abroad
Thursday, Nov. 10.

She was recognized among six others for volunteer service provided in their communities.

"I was very proud to be standing up with other people who have made such an impact in the

world," Heemstra said.

The award is granted to U.S. government employees, family members and other household
members at embassies and consulates. Heemstra qualified for the award since her husband is a

U.S. Department of State employee.

Heemstra holds a bachelor's degree in music from Michigan State University and a master's
degree from the Cleveland Institute of Music. With a desire to see the wold, she lived in Italy,

where she met her husband.

The couple eventually relocated to India because of his job. Heemstra said when she arrived, she

wanted to be involved with the community and use her talents to give back.
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"It seemed obvious to use music to bring people together and focus on a social cause," Heemstra

said.

She is behind Kolkata Classics, a series of concerts she has organized and performed in for the
people of Kolkata. Entering it's second season, Heemstra has already performed for about 50,000

people at 42 classical music concerts.

Heemstra has also brought various professionals such as university professors, international

artists and Broadway singers to donate their time and perform.

There are four different types of concerts she organizes including one for children, a public
concert, a private concert for donors and a health fair for underprivileged women and children

with a concert following.
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Heemstra said the pre-concert health fairs are held in the slums and red light district to reach

more people. Free medical services including vaccinations and checkups are offered.

"It's very hard to see life happen in the streets, truly people bathe and eat in the street.
That is their home," Heemstra said. "These are people who have been forced into prostitution. I

decided to use music to heal mind body and soul."
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Finding a way to fund the concerts at the start proved to be difficult, Heemstra said, but she was
able to find people willing to give and agree that great music should be available to all
regardless of class.
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She's continuing to look for help and find a way to make her production sustainable, even if she

isn't in India.

"I've put in so much energy and work, I've worked to build it to this size," Heemstra said. "By

receiving this award, I hope it brings recognition."
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