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COMMUNITY
By Dr. DHANPAUL NARINEof The WeekPROFILE

Vanessa Raghubar

Neville Smith is a police offi cer that is 
assigned to the 48th Precinct in the 

Bronx. When he allegedly rear-ended a car 
on the Van Wyck Expressway he changed 
several lives forever, including his own. 

Vanessa Raghubar was 
driving her Honda home to 
Long Island. She was out to 
dinner to celebrate her sister 
Maria’s birthday and was the 
designated driver. Vanessa 
did not have a single drop of 
alcohol, according to those 
in her company. 

Tragedy struck at around 
4am on Sunday April 23, 
2017. A Mercedes driven 
by Neville Smith allegedly 
hit Vanessa’s Honda Accord 
from behind. The car spun 
and crashed into a light 
pole leaving a number of 
persons with injuries. They 
included Vanessa, Maria 
and her boyfriend 
Justin Harricharran, 
and police offi cer 
Neville Smith.

According to 
reports Smith was 
drunk. An NBC 
bulletin stated that, 
‘ Smith had blood-
shot, watery eyes 
and was slurring 
when police re-
sponded to the 
crash scene on the 
Van Wyck near 
Rockaway Bou-
levard about 4am. 
His breath smelled 
strongly, but he 
refused to take a 
breathalyzer.’

Vanessa 22, died 
of her injuries on 
Monday. Her sister 
Maria continues 
to fi ght for her life 
while the injuries to 
Justin Harricharran 
and Neville Smith 
were not life-threat-
ening. Vanessa was 
cut short in the bloom of 
her life and her death has 
shocked her community. 
Everyone had a good word 
to say about her. She was 
a great role model and her 
siblings wanted to be like 
her, a relative said.

‘Vanessa took care of her 
93 year old grandmother Su-
maria who is also known as 
Ma. Vanessa would cancel 
all her classes to stay with 
Ma,’ said Esther Mongul. 

Esther helped to raise Vanessa. 
Ramchand Raghubar is Va-
nessa’s father. He said that she 
was ambitious. She would have 
graduated from York College 
in June 2017 and was making 
plans to further her studies.

Another relative said, ‘ 
Vanessa was an amazing young 
woman that was outspoken and 
who stood for the truth. She 
was always smiling and willing 
to help. She was perfect in ev-
ery way and was always there 
for her brothers and her sisters. 
She would even attend PTA 
meetings for her siblings.’

Vanessa was born in Guyana 
and migrated to New York 

when she was eleven years old. 
Her dad Ramchand is from Ec-
cles Village in Guyana. Vanessa 
attended Eccles Primary School 
and Iris Budhu took care of her. 
After migrating to New York 
she went to Susan B. Anthony 
School and then Bayside High 
School. There were plans to 
pursue a career in Radiology 
and an interview was set with 
Nassau Community College in 
the week that she died.

On the evening of the 

Was Perfect in Every Way
police offi cer published in the 
media? Why are they hiding 
him? The Mayor of New York 
Bill de Blasio had promised a 
statement. Why was there no 
statement?

The accident occurred at 

around 4am; why did it take 
three and a half hours to inform 
the family? Was someone try-
ing to cover-up the evidence? 
Was police offi cer Neville 
Smith at a social event with 
other offi cers? If this is true 
why was he allowed to drive in 
a drunken state? 

A friend of the family was 
adamant that seven years for 
vehicular homicide is too light 
a sentence; with good behavior 
the person could be out in three 
years and rebuild his life. But 
the family has lost Vanessa 
forever.

Ramchand was overcome 
with grief. He said that at 
nights his 93-year old mother 
would call for Vanessa to attend 
to her. How could he break 
the news to her? The family 
was fi nding it diffi cult to tell 

Maria about Vanessa as well. 
Maria was fi ghting for her 
life in hospital after suffer-
ing severe internal injuries. 
But she had to be told and 
it would be one of the most 
challenging tasks to break 
the news to her.

There were relatives from 
Canada that spoke about 
the life and the promise of a 
young woman that only had 
smiles for others. At a time 
of a tragedy one looks to the 
sacred scriptures for com-
fort. Pandit Vijay, the Hindu 
priest, said that the Lord 
knows best and that He has 
unfi nished tasks for Vanessa.

He further explained that 
the soul is imperishable. It 
cannot be affected by parch-
ing winds or violent storms. 
He was sure that Vanessa’s 
good deeds would ensure her 
soul’s moksha or fi nal eman-
cipation. The bhajans, or 
religious songs, reinforced 
this message as well.

The nights of the wake 
saw a procession of Pandits 
and members of other faiths 
bringing their messages of 
hope. Community lead-
ers took the opportunity 
to remind those present, 
especially the youths, that 
taking responsibility is a key 
factor in their lives. Vanessa 
took responsibility. She did 
not touch a drop of alcohol; 
the safety of her family was 
paramount. 

There are other issues 
as well. Justin is a medical 
student. He fi nds it diffi cult 
to focus on his studies while 
Maria is in a hospital. On a 
beautiful Monday morning, 
one week after the trag-
edy, Vanessa was laid to 
rest. Pandit Shyam Basdeo 
performed the fi nal rites and 
offered words of solace and 
comfort.

There were no elected 
offi cials and dignitaries to 
offer sympathy and it did 
not matter. The family has 
each other and the support 
of their community. More 
important, the memories of 
Vanessa will live on forever. 
A relative, Nadira Nand-
lall, says, ‘Vanessa was an 
extraordinary and phenom-
enal woman; a woman of 
substance. She was loving, 
understanding and helpful 
and she was loved by all.’ 
We pray that her soul rest in 
peace. 

Vanessa (left) with her sister Maria. 

tragedy a party of about sixteen 
persons met in Queens for a 
birthday celebration. Maria 
had turned 21 and it was a 
happy occasion. There were 
four persons in Vanessa’s car 
as they left Queens. Vanessa 

dropped off her 
boyfriend Jonathan 
and proceeded with 
her sister Maria and 
Justin to Elmont. 
What happened next 
on the Van Wyck 
Expressway would 
turn their worlds 
upside down.

‘This family would never be 
the same,’ a relative remarked. 
‘ Vanessa was very close to her 
cousin Diana. They would eat 
from the same plate and would 
feed each other. Her passing 
will be severely felt.’ There 
were many questions concern-
ing the tragedy.

Why would a police offi cer 
drink and drive? Isn’t he the 
one that would arrest people 
that drink and drive? Why 
isn’t the photograph of the 

Happy times: Vanessa Raghubar in 
Central Park in New York. She was kind, 
compassionate, caring and perfect in 
every way.


