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Perched in a slightly wobbly seat in the darkness of the Mid-Island Movie Theater in Bethpage, sipping spicy masala tea and munching a savory samosa pastry, one is transported to a world of dramatic battles, misty romances and exuberant dances.

A place where a man's honor clashes with his overpowering love, where a woman's virtue withstands countless assaults, where the forces of evil are thwarted by dashing heroes and curvaceous heroines.

That world is Bollywood, and Hicksville businessman Jay Singh is doing everything he can to keep it alive on Long Island.

"I have a passion for Indian movies," Singh said. "I always wanted to be in the movie business." 

In a way, he is.

Singh, 42, an entrepreneur with cell-phone kiosks in malls across the country and a video and DVD store in Hicksville, first started showing Indian movies at Mid-Island three years ago. He ran the theater, playing a mixture of Indian movies and independent art films until last October when he heard of plans to close it and redevelop the building this year.

A New Jersey-based distributor of Indian movies has taken an interim lease to keep the theater going for now. Meanwhile, Singh is working frantically to find another theater, or land to build his own.

The population of South Asians on Long Island and in New York City doubled during the 1990s, according to census figures, and Singh figures the community of 44,000 South Asians on Long Island would share his interest in Bollywood movies. The term "Bollywood" is a combination of Bombay and Hollywood used as a catch-all phrase to describe Indian-made movies.

"It's a new generation," Singh said. "I would say they're well-settled now and they have time to go out for movies, and money to spend."

For Mayank V. Dave, 44, an electronics engineer from Baldwin, there's a simple reason he and his wife never miss a new Bollywood release at the Mid-Island.

"We are Indian," he explained. "It presents our culture ... From your childhood you spent your personality in that culture. It gives you more enjoyment."

What sets Bollywood audiences apart is their loyalty and their consistent moviegoing, said Jawahar Sharma, the American head of operations for Yash Raj Films, one of the world's largest Indian movie distributors.

Naveen Yuppal, 27, and his wife, Neeti, 23, of Ozone Park, see one or two Bollywood films a week, partly to keep up with the latest fashions and music from India.

"You can get basically the idea of how the entertainment, how Bollywood is changing," said Naveen, who has a wholesale bag business. "Now the music is for the 21st century. Now they have, like, party music."

Gitesh Pandya, 32, who grew up in New Jersey and lives in Manhattan, said the newer Bollywood offerings, with their English subtitles and slick production, are more appealing to young second-generation South Asians like him than those his parents watched.

"The basic structure is still the same, as far as the melodramatic stories and the song sequences and the length," said Pandya, who was a producer of the 2001 indie crossover hit "American Desi" and runs the film industry Web site boxofficeguru.com. "However, the films are definitely investing more in the production values, and they're more polished."

Tom Harmon, of Levittown, is one of the few non-South Asians regularly at the Mid-Island for the Indian movies, which he said he'd fallen in love with for their "overt joy."

"It's an acquired taste, and I guess I've acquired the taste," he said. "They escape from the cliches that the vast majority of Hollywood movies are trapped in. It's a different set of cliches, but they're more interesting to me because they're alien to me."

Singh, who used to skip school to go to the movies as a boy, came to America in 1985 and found himself deprived of the Indian films he loved.

By the late 1980s, a few Indian video stores had popped up in Jackson Heights and Flushing, and in the 1990s, a handful of Indian movie theaters opened mostly in former adult theaters.

Although there had been an Indian theater in Hicksville for some years, it had closed, so Singh decided in 2001 to open his own theater, close to the cluster of Indian restaurants and grocery stores on Broadway in Hicksville.

Despite his financial losses at the Mid-Island, where it was difficult to fill the seats except on big opening weekends, Singh has faith that the market exists on Long Island to regularly run Indian movies on at least one screen of a multiplex.

Expanding to a younger audience and broadening the appeal of Bollywood is the future of the industry, Sharma said.

"At the end of the day, Long Island has always had a community of South Asians," he said. "The South Asian audience loves their films. They might see Hollywood films too, but they'll still come back and want their chai[Indian spice tea] at night."
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LOAD-DATE: February 7, 2005
