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e decided to commemorate our magazine’s 45th anniversary by getting 45 na-
tional icons to introspect  on their “life-changing moments”.  Since I asked others 
to disclose the turning points in their lives, I thought it only fair that I reveal 
mine. I don’t believe in destiny, or that everything is preordained. Full of twists 
and turns, many of them unexpected, life is rarely a straight line. In fact, it is a 
series of accidents, happenstance and, quite often, dumb luck. At least, that’s 
the way it was for me. I wasn’t one of those kids who knew early in life what they 
wanted to be. I was hopeless in the sciences, so being an engineer or a doctor, 
the professions in vogue those days, was out of the question. I also came from a 

FROM THE

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

W
generation that listened to their parents, especially if 
you didn’t have any specific ambition.

In the 1960s, my father, a self-made businessman, 
believed that India was going the Communist way and 
that becoming a chartered accountant would give me 
a professional qualification. Even Communism would 
need accountants! So, I qualified as a chartered ac-
countant from London. Unbeknownst to me, my father 
and Lord Roy Thomson of Fleet, who owned the largest 
number of newspapers globally, had become friends 
after a chance meeting and decided to start a business 
together in India. That was the beginning of Thomson 
Press, a commercial printing press, as foreign owner-
ship of newspapers was not permitted at the time. I was 
working in London as a chartered accountant and had 
come home on vacation. My father asked me to visit 
the press and see what I thought of it. I got involved 
and never returned to London. After a few years, I was 
put in charge, and I realised that the only way it would 
be sustainable would be if you had your own work.  We 
started by publishing children’s books written and 
illustrated by Indians. Most children’s literature was 
imported at that time; I wrote some myself.

Our first magazine publication was a medical jour-
nal called the Journal of Applied Medicine in January 
1975.  Then  followed ����� ����� in December that 
year. However, although I had a passion for news, 
reading and asking questions, I had no grand vision 
of becoming a media mogul. The magazine was first 
designed to inform non-resident Indians about their 
native land. It didn’t work—the NRIs were too di�cult 
to reach. But before closing the magazine, we decided 
to put it out in the domestic market. It got an encour-
aging response. A few months later, in January 1977, 
Mrs Gandhi signalled the end of the Emergency by 
calling a general election. That was the turning point 
for the magazine and me.  As you can see, ����� ����� 
was born out of failure.  The excesses of the Emergency 
and the subsequent comically chaotic two-year rule of 
the Janata Party were ideal fodder for a young, ener-
getic sta� that went after the news and told it the way 

� Now, and back then (top) at the India Today Mediaplex, 
Noida, 2020; at the Connaught Place office in 1987
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it was, without ideological baggage or vested interest. 
In January 1977, our circulation was 15,000 copies; by 
the end of that year, we touched 100,000.  

There were other mini turning points. Like our 
prediction of Mrs Gandhi’s return in 1980 after the fall 
of the Janata Party government when most political 
pundits were pronouncing her defeat. This greatly 
enhanced the magazine’s credibility, and the political class started taking 
us more seriously. It also marked the beginning of opinion polls as a regular 
practice.  After that, there was no looking back.

 On June 2, 1997, after much debate, our fortnightly became a weekly.  I 
had one simple mantra: that we put all our resources in producing excellent 
editorial content, and the business part will take care of itself. And it has. 
Financial strength has given us the ability to withstand pressures from all 
quarters that are inevitable in this business. This ethos continues to inform 
the India Today Group, whichever medium we choose to be in.

O
ur photographs and contemporary writing ensured that we stood out 
in the crowd, rising to where we are today—the country’s most-read 
magazine with a readership of 9.5 million  despite the digital revolution. 

This is our 1,751st issue. We have never missed an edition in 45 years, not 
even in the extraordinary year of Covid-19. The magazine’s success laid the 
foundation for the India Today Group, which in these 45 years has launched 
56 publications, four 24-hour news channels, a music label,  seven radio sta-
tions, online shopping, online education, a school, an art gallery, 12 websites, 
six apps and 30 mobile video channels. There have, of course, been failures 
and mistakes too. Some ventures were ahead of their time, others just didn’t 
catch on. I never dwelt on them but learnt and moved on. I relate my life best 
to what the poet Gulzar says in this issue: “The edifice of our life follows no 
blueprint, nor does it take the shape you imagine. You just have to explore it.”

For our 45th anniversary special, we have assembled and curated a trea-

FROM THE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

� Pressing 
ahead

With father 
V.V. Purie at 

Thomson Press 
in 1973

ANNIVERSARY 
SPEC IAL

� The launch
December 15, 1975

� Emergency excess
May 31, 1977

� Opinion poll pioneer
January 15, 1980

� Weekly first
June 9, 1997
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sure trove of inspirational narratives of courage, fortitude 
and resilience. There are stories of public figures break-
ing away from their modest backgrounds. Like the rocket 
scientist who came from a family of marginal farmers and 
couldn’t a�ord footwear but went on to become the head of 
the Indian Space Research Organisation, sending probes 
to the sun, moon and Venus. Or the social activist from one 
of our most downtrodden communities, who embarked on 
a mission to eradicate the scourge of manual scavenging.

We also have accounts of government o�cials who 
thought out of the box to deliver astonishing results. There 
is, for instance, the railway engineer, who at the end of his 
career, developed a geography-defying project and a new 
mode of transport, both of which he is now closely identi-
fied with. Or the Indian woman banker who contemplated 

quitting her profession when she reached a crossroad only 
to realise that “giving up was easier and one shouldn’t take 
the easy option out”. Then there is the actor who was mocked 
in school but went on to deliver a string of sleeper hits to 
become one of our unlikeliest stars.

Our list of remarkable individuals also includes people 
who were undeterred by failure and charted a di�erent route 
to success. Among them is the politician who put behind a 
failed bid for the post of the United Nations Secretary-Gen-
eral and set out on a successful career in Indian politics while 
also becoming an outstanding author, erudite speaker and 
leading public intellectual.

 

W
hat also sets many of these personalities apart is the 
element of risk-taking, a quality many of our busi-
nessmen have in spades. Like the young entrepreneur 

who changed his fortunes forever when he broke away from 
his family’s textile business to acquire a pharmaceutical 
firm. Or the business baron who was thrust into running his 
family business after his father’s tragic death and went on to 
build a multi-billion global conglomerate. Another billionaire 
businessman had to leave his engineering studies at Stanford 
to take over his father’s cooking oil business and now runs one 
of India’s largest software companies.   A fourth magnate, who 
presides over a multi-billion-dollar empire spanning metals, 
mining, oil and gas, started out dealing in metal scrap.

Other icons have veered from the beaten path to craft ex-
traordinary success stories. The man who is one of our most 
gifted lyricists today started out in a motor garage. A banker 
who took to writing only to escape the monotony of his job 
has now morphed into a bestselling author.

Finally, we have individuals who overcame injury to 
rise in their professions. There is the ace badminton player 
who, dogged by injuries, turned coach cum administrator 
to produce world-class talent in India. And the general who 
survived an enemy bullet to become the army chief and is 
now India’s first Chief of Defence Sta�.

In many of these stories, you will find a pattern and some 
life-altering lessons.  Adversity, most often, is a great educator. 
It teaches you to fight your way out of hostile circumstances 
and brings out your best. There is no substitute for hard work; 
talent by itself is not su�cient  sometimes. Never rest on your 
educational qualifications, just keep learning. Being at the 
right place at the right time is a matter of luck. However, the 
choices we make define who we are and what we become.

As we complete one of humanity’s worst years on record, 
I sincerely wish these stories of hope, extraordinary courage 
and individual triumph provide you inspiration in the new 
year. I’d also like to thank you, dear readers, for being part of 
our 45-year journey. Here’s to many more ahead.

(Aroon Purie)

"My father asked me to 
visit the press and see 
what I thought of it. I 
got involved and never 
returned to London. 
Af ter a few years, I 
was put in charge, 
and I realised that the 
only way it would be 
sustainable would be if 
you had your own work. 
That is how IN DI A TODAY 
came into being"

“Men age, magazines don’t” 
—June 1997, when India Today went weekly

INDIA TODAY ARCHIVES
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points that made them who they are
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20
MUKESH  
AMBANI
Chairman & MD,  
RELIANCE INDUSTRIES

24
KUMAR MANGALAM 
BIRLA
Chairman, ADITYA BIRLA GROUP

28
DR K. SIVAN
Chairman, INDIAN SPACE 
RESEARCH ORGANISATION
  

32
GULZAR
Poet, Filmmaker 

  

36
SRI SRI RAVI  
SHANKAR
Spiritual leader 

38
NAVEEN PATNAIK
Chief Minister,  
ODISHA

42
CHETAN  
BHAGAT
Author

44 
AZIM PREMJI
Founder-chairman,  
WIPRO

50 
ARVIND KEJRIWAL
Chief Minister,  
DELHI

54 
ANIL AGARWAL
Executive Chairman,  
VEDANTA RESOURCES

65 
ASHOK GEHLOT
Chief Minister,  
RAJASTHAN

68
GENERAL BIPIN 
RAWAT
Chief of Defence Staff  

70 
SUNIL BHARTI 
MITTAL
Chairman,  
BHARTI ENTERPRISES

76 
SWAMI  
RAMDEV
Yoga guru

82 
A.R. RAHMAN
Music composer 

 
88  
AJAY PIRAMAL
Chairman,  
PIRAMAL GROUP

94  
DEEPIKA  
PADUKONE
Actor

101
SHIVRAJ SINGH 
CHOUHAN
Chief Minister, 
MADHYA PRADESH

104  
KIRAN  
MAZUMDAR-SHAW
Chairperson & MD,  
BIOCON

106 
AMITABH KANT 
CEO, NITI 
AAYOG
 

108  
AYUSHMANN 
KHURRANA
Actor
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112 
RITESH  
AGARWAL
Founder & CEO,  
OYO ROOMS

114
SADHGURU JAGGI 
VASUDEV
Spiritual leader

116 
VIJAY SHEKHAR 
SHARMA
Founder & CEO, PAYTM

122  
DIPA  
KARMAKAR
Gymnast

 126 BYJU  
RAVEENDRAN
Founder, BYJU’S

132  
ARUNDHATI 
BHATTACHARYA 
Chairperson & CEO, 
SALESFORCE

 
134  
E. SREEDHARAN
Former MD, DELHI METRO 
RAIL CORPORATION

138  
SABYASACHI  
MUKHERJEE
Fashion designer

140  
DR GAGANDEEP 
KANG
Clinical scientist,  
CMC Vellore

144  
DR DEVI PRASAD 
SHETTY
Chairman & Exec. Director, 
NARAYANA HEALTH

148  
BEZWADA 
WILSON
National Convenor, SAFAI 
KARAMCHARI ANDOLAN

 
150  
R.C. BHARGAVA
Chairman,  
MARUTI SUZUKI

 
154  
KIRAN BEDI
Lieutenant Governor, 
PUDUCHERRY

158  
VISWANATHAN 
ANAND
World chess champion
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162  
SWAPNA  
BARMAN
Athlete

164  
MARY KOM
Boxer 

166  
SUNITA NARAIN
Environmentalist & Director 
General, CENTRE FOR  
SCIENCE AND ENVIRONMENT

168
MITHALI RAJ
Cricketer

170  
DR NARESH  
TREHAN
Chairman & MD,  
MEDANTA

174  
SHASHI  
THAROOR
Politician, Author

 176  
PULLELA  
GOPICHAND
Badminton coach

 
 
178  
PERUMAL  
MURUGAN
Author

 
 180 
ANAND  
KUMAR  
Founder,   
SUPER 30

182  
NAWAZUDDIN 
SIDDIQUI
Actor
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COVID-19: WHY 
MUTATIONS NEEDN’T 
ALWAYS BE FEARED 
by Sonali Acharjee
While the virus has evolved 
new strains, the mutations 
have only made it more  
contagious, not more deadly

http://bit.ly/3aGHDvY

Who will be the next  
Congress president?  
by Kaushik Deka
Will it be Rahul Gandhi or 
Priyanka Vadra? The Congress 
has begun asking itself some 
tough questions, starting with 
the post of party chief 

http://bit.ly/2JenSR5

Should AAP’s ‘Mission 
UP’ worry the BJP?  
by Ashish Misra
Arvind Kejriwal’s party will 
contest the 2022 state poll but 
hardselling the Delhi govern-
ment’s development work may 
not be enough to woo voters

http://bit.ly/37K5kBF
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log on to www.indiatoday.in/india-today-magazine-insight
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DRUMBEATS 
OF DESTINY

By  RAJ CHENGAPPA

L E A D  E S S AY

An event, a tragedy, failure or deprivation...
anything can shape or alter the course of our 

lives. On the occasion of our 45th anniversary, we 
approach 45 achievers to find out what set them 
on their particular life journey and how they used 

it to achieve success in their chosen path 

Illustration by NILANJAN DAS
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As it turned out, my name did not figure in 
the first list of admissions to the political science 
course, but I did receive a letter asking me to 
appear for an interview to the journalism one. 
I breezed through the interview, answering the 
questions the panel asked me somewhat insolent-
ly, as I had nothing to lose. To my surprise, I got 
admission and joined thinking I would switch 
to political science once the second list was 
announced. In the very first class on magazine 
journalism, the teacher, Vatsala Srikantan, asked 
us to write an essay on our favourite author. I 
was a voracious reader of novels of all kinds but 
the ones I liked the most were by the iconoclas-
tic writer, Henry Miller, who was considered a 
literary Gandhi with a sexual appetite. So I wrote 
about him and, to my utter surprise, Srikantan 
liked it so much that I was asked to read my essay 
aloud to the entire class as an example of fine 
writing. I knew then that I had found my true 
calling. So when my name figured in the admis-

sions list for political science, I turned it down.
So, here I am, writing this essay instead of 

delivering a lecture in a college, which I may 
have possibly been doing had I not bought that 
additional form or stopped by at the notice-
board. Call it the invisible hand of destiny or a 
conspiracy of nature but as the ����� ����� team 
spoke to 45 celebrated individuals about their 
life-changing moments for this 45th anniversary 
special issue, we found that each of them had 
a remarkable story to tell. Seldom, it seems for 
these big achievers, did life go according to their 
well-laid-out plans, or their ambitions follow a 
fixed trajectory.

Dame Fortune, for instance, is not always 
kind before she smiles on you, as Kumar Man-
galam Birla and Azim Premji, two of India’s 
wealthiest and most respected businessmen, 
discovered. In both their cases, it was the 
untimely death of their fathers that saw their 
young selves being thrown into the deep end 

T IS STRANGE, BUT TRUE, that the most important turning points in life often 
come at the most unexpected times and in the most unexpected ways—so observed 
Napoleon Hill, author of several bestselling self-help books. The thing about such 
events is that howsoever many years may go by, you recall them as vividly as the 
day they happened, as though your mind had recorded the event in slow motion for 
you to relive the experience whenever you wanted.

My life-changing moment occurred when I was looking for a post-graduate 
course to study after completing my graduation in the arts from Bangalore Univer-
sity. Decades later, I can still conjure up the grilled counter behind the stone walls 
of the Central College from where I had purchased the admission forms for the 

courses. I was keen on doing a master’s in political science but, as a back-up, I decided to 
apply for the history, economics and English courses as well. For some inexplicable reason, 
I had bought an additional form. As I walked down the corridor, I happened to glance at the 
board where a notice inviting applications for admission to a post-graduate degree course 
in mass communication had been put up. I had never aspired to be a journalist though I do 
recall sending some of my poetry and fiction pieces to established magazines like the Illus-
trated Weekly of India only to receive disappointing rejection letters expressing the editors’ 
regrets. But rather than waste a form, I went ahead and applied for the course.

I
L E A D  E S S AY
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to run their respective inherited businesses. 
In their fight or flight moment, both chose to 
hunker down and take the challenge head-on. 
Birla recalls he had to grow up fast but took 
the opportunity to fashion his own story, 
bucking advice against doing so. He success-
fully grew the business to 20 times the size it 
was when he took over. Premji was forced to 
leave Stanford University midway through 
his engineering degree to take charge of his 
father’s business. It saw him go through years 
of imme nse struggle, only 
to emerge at the head of 
a mighty business empire 
through what he modestly 
describes as “hard work and 
a lot of luck”.

In other cases, as His Ho-
liness the Dalai Lama likes to 
say, “sometimes not getting 
what you want is a wonder-
ful stroke of luck”. Indian 
Space Research Organisa-
tion (ISRO) chairman Dr K. 
Sivan discovered this truth 
the hard way. He was keen on 
doing an engineering degree 
but his father, a poor farmer, 
couldn’t a�ord the college 
fees. A despondent Sivan took 
to doing a degree in science 
at a local college and limited 
his ambitions to being a bank 
employee or a teacher. Till, 
on finishing his degree, his 
professor advised him to take 
up a professional course at 
the Madras Institute of Technology (MIT), 
an institute he had, ironically, never heard of. 
Sivan opted for aeronautics because his house 
in his village in Tamil Nadu was next to an 
airport and as a child he had always wondered 
how aircraft flew. Joining MIT was his life-
changing moment that eventually led him to 
ISRO and from there to distinction.

For yet others, their turning points are, 
to quote Julia Quinn, author of well-known 
romantic novels, “A moment so tremendous, so 
sharp and clear that one feels one’s been hit in 
the chest, all the breath knocked out, and one 
knows, absolutely knows without the merest 

hint of a shadow of doubt that one’s life will 
never be the same.” For Bezwada Wilson, that 
moment was when he confronted the harsh 
truth that his parents were manual scavengers 
and not workers in the Kolar Gold Fields as he 
had been led to believe. The realisation hit him 
so hard that, at first, he wanted to commit sui-
cide. But it was soon replaced by anger and a de-
termination to eradicate the scourge of manual 
scavenging. Recognition and awards have come 
his way in acknowledgement of the tremendous 

awareness he has created to get 
society to end the practice.

In some individuals, the 
moment of truth stays hidden in 
their subconscious till they are 
ready to realise their manifest 
destiny. Ayushmann Khurrana’s 
math teacher dubbed him a loser 
for indulging in song and dance, 
predicting a dire future for him. 
Against his better nature, he 
took up science and managed a 
seat in a dentistry college. That 
is when it hit him—he was meant 
to do theatre. From daily soaps 
to MTV shows to finally films, 
Khurrana carved his own niche. 
Today, with a string of hits, from 
his debut in Vicky Donor to three 
Rs 100 crore hits, and a national 
award to boot, the ‘naach-gaana’ 
kid he was dismissed as in school 
has come good to become Bol-
lywood’s unlikeliest superstar.

In the following pages, 
there are 45 such extraordinary 

examples of people whose life-changing mo-
ments—whether an event, accident, tragedy or 
failure—pushed them to achieve what they are 
now celebrated for. Apart from the immensely 
engaging human drama of their lives, each of 
their stories provides valuable insights and 
lessons on how they overcame whatever fate 
threw their way. As Mother Teresa, who was 
an inspiration for many of the examples we 
feature, once said, “I alone cannot change the 
world, but I can throw a stone across the waters 
to create many ripples.” So, when destiny 
beckons, don’t be afraid to cast that stone—the 
waves it sets o� could lead you to greatness. �

Seldom, 
it seems 

for our big 
achievers, 
did life go 

according to 
their well-

laid plans or 
their  

ambitions 
follow a 

f ixed 
trajector y
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“The turning 
point in my and 
Reliance’s life 

was when India 
embraced  

economic reforms... 

M U K E S H  A M B A N I , 6 3

The 1991 reforms enabled Mukesh to fulfil his father Dhirubhai 
Ambani’s dream of Indians building world-class and world-

scale businesses. Mukesh went on to build Reliance Industries 
Limited into India’s most valued company, at $172 billion, and 

made it a market leader in several key sectors

...Liberalisation freed the suppressed 
entrepreneurial energies in our country and 

gave us the hum kisi se kam nahin spirit”

By RAJ CHENGAPPA

� Man with a 
Midas touch

At the 2017  
India Today 
Conclave in 

Mumbai
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omeone like Mukesh Ambani, whose 
Reliance Industries Limited is the 
most valued business conglomerate 
in India, with a market capitalisation 
of $172 billion (Rs 12.72 lakh crore) 
and whose personal net worth of $86 
billion (Rs 6.3 lakh crore) makes him 
India’s richest individual, is bound 
to have experienced several turning 

points. Pinpointing a single life-changing mo-
ment may be a di�cult proposition for him. 

It could well have been early in life when his 
father Dhirubhai Ambani ran a trading business in 
spice and textiles first in Aden (where Mukesh was 
born) and then in Mumbai. His family, including 
his parents, brother and two sisters, first lived in 

a modest, two-bedroom apartment in Bhulesh-
war before moving to the upmarket Usha Kiran 
complex on Carmichael Road. Mukesh reportedly 
loved the sense of community and camaraderie 
these apartments o�ered and was in and out of 
his neighbours’ houses even as he attended a local 
school. These experiences perhaps enabled him to 
stay rooted in reality even as he achieved an exalted 
status later in life. (He still enjoys the simple plea-
sure of eating street food, particularly idli-sambar).

Or it could have been a decade later in life 
when, after obtaining a degree in chemical engi-
neering from the Institute of Chemical Technology 
(ICT) in Mumbai, he flew to Stanford University to 
enrol for an MBA programme in 1980. After earn-
ing his qualifications, he intended to intern at the 

S
Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH
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World Bank or possibly teach in a university. But even 
before he could complete the course, Dhirubhai called 
him back to help build the Patalganga petrochemicals 
complex including a polyester-filament yarn plant, 
and to subsequently expand it. He wanted Mukesh 
back because he felt the best way to acquire skills was 
to work in the trenches. Mukesh won praise from his 
peers for being willing to rough it out at the project site, 
sleeping in trailers. He also showed a keen eye for detail 
even as he kept the big picture in focus and completed 
the project on schedule. In an interview to the New York 
Times, he recalled, “My big advantage was to have my 
father accept me as first generation. He treated me like 
a partner, saying ‘Ok. Let’s do this.’ More than that, he 
gave me the full freedom and ability to bet the house.”

That experience should have gone down in any-

one’s book as the turning point for success. But not for 
Mukesh. Nor the bitter family feud with his younger 
brother, Anil, after Dhirubhai died in 2002. As 
the battle for control of the Reliance Group height-
ened between the siblings, their mother, Kokilaben, 
had to intervene to settle it in 2005. As part of the 
settlement, Mukesh was given control of the group’s 
industrial businesses and Anil was handed newer ones 
like telecommunications, power plants and financial 
services. Those who know Mukesh well say he has left 
the demerger far behind and built a totally new com-
pany from what it was when the split happened.

Surprisingly, Mukesh does not even regard expand-
ing Reliance’s Jamnagar plant into the world’s largest 
greenfield oil refining and petrochemical complex in 
2008 as the moment that saw him truly come into his 

� Well-
earned 
mantle

With father 
Dhirubhai, circa 

the ’90s
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own. The state-of-the-art $6 billion facility has 
turned out to be one of Reliance Industries’ most 
profitable ventures. However, far from resting on 
his laurels, Mukesh almost simultaneously began 
diversifying Reliance from the core sectors of re-
fining and petrochemicals to retail and telecom 
and, more recently, as a technology company, led 
by Jio Platforms Limited (JPL). Despite the Co-
vid-19 pandemic, Mukesh struck a series of deals 
to raise Rs 1.45 lakh crore in investments in JPL 
from the likes of Google and Facebook, apart 
from a host of private equity firms and wealth 
funds. That his retail and telecom businesses 
have become highly profitable could have been 
another singular turning point in his life. Yet, 
Mukesh does not give it the honour.

I
nstead, of all these momentous events, he 
tells ����� �����, “the turning point in my 
life, indeed, in the life of Reliance, came in 
the early 1990s when India boldly embraced 
economic reform. Liberalisation freed the 

suppressed entrepreneurial energies in our 
country. My father, Dhirubhai Ambani, had 
been championing such reforms for a long time 
because he firmly believed that the Indian private 
sector had the potential to build world-class and 
world-scale businesses capable of creating pros-
perity on a large scale. I assisted him in putting 
this “hum kisi se kum nahin” spirit into action, 
and Reliance has never looked back since.” 

For Reliance, the opening up of the Indian 
economy could not have come at a more oppor-
tune moment. Over the years, it had built a global 
level of competitiveness into its operations to 
take on any challenges from foreign firms. These 
reforms also helped it tap into global financial 
markets. Among other things, it became the first 
Indian company to launch a global depository 
receipts issue. These investments then fuelled 
the phenomenal expansion of Reliance compa-
nies across key sectors for the next two decades. 
Mukesh is optimistic about the future, and says, 
“I believe that today’s young entrepreneurs, 
armed with the same spirit but also aided by the 
revolutionary power of digital and new technolo-
gies, can achieve a lot more in terms of wealth 
with welfare for 1.3 billion Indians.” 

Mukesh also believes that apart from the right 
planning, what the country needs is to get the 
execution and delivery right. At the 2017 India 

Today Conclave, he said, “If we think that the bu-
reaucracy is an obstacle, technology is the best way 
to overcome it. So, to my mind, with e-governance, 
with what we are seeing on Jio in terms of how one 
can create transparency for citizens and serve them, 
once that becomes a movement by itself, then people 
will force us to change our systems. The India of 
today is changing very fast and this pace will only 
accelerate, as the younger generation is very impa-
tient.” He then went on to add, “ We have a historic 
opportunity in front of us. We need to get out of the 
old mindset of aap yeh teen-chaar cheez pehle karo, 
uske baad main sochta hoon (do these three or four 
things first, then I’ll think about it)’. We just need to 
deliver without making excuses.”

So, what does money mean to him? “Nothing 
really,” says Mukesh. “My father always told me that 
if you start anything just to make money, then you 
are a fool because you will never make any money 
and you will not be a billionaire. But if you start 
something with a purpose and if your purpose is to 
be the best in the world, to do what nobody else has 
done, then money is a byproduct and that byprod-
uct should never be important. He also taught me 
that dreams are something you don’t have when 
you sleep, they are what keep you awake. And make 
you think again and again till you convert those 
dreams into a passion. And if you are passionate 
about something, it will define your own purpose.” 
It is apparent that Mukesh continues to follow his 
father’s advice on such matters. ■

“My father used to 
say that if you do 

something to make 
money, then you are a 
fool. But if you want 

to start something 
for a purpose, then 

money will be just a 
byproduct ”
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“I had no 
choice but to 

grow up fast…

umar Mangalam still vividly 
recalls the day his father, Ad-
itya Vikram Birla, told him he 
had only a few more months 
to live. At first, the young Ku-
mar Mangalam (he was 28 at 
this point) refused to believe 
him. After all, at 51 years of 
age, Aditya Vikram was at the 
prime of his life. He had suc-

cessfully diversified the business group he had 
inherited into textiles, petrochemicals and tele-
communications and was among the first Indian 
corporates to go international, taking the worth 
of the conglomerate to $2 billion in 1995. When 
he was diagnosed with prostate cancer in 1991, 
doctors had assured him that this was the least 
lethal of all cancers and had the slowest rate of 
progression. Around this time Aditya Vikram 
had decided that he had worked hard all his 

life, and that he now needed to spend more time 
with family. But it was not to be. Inexplicably, 
the cancer worsened and he spent the remaining 
part of his life in and out of hospitals.

Till that point, Kumar Mangalam recalls, 
his own life, especially his childhood, had been 
“secure, happy and uncomplicated”. The only son 
to his parents (sister Vasavadatta is younger), 
Kumar Mangalam grew up in a close-knit, joint 
family environment in Mumbai. Apart from his 
father, he was fortunate to have both his great 
grandfather, the venerable G.D. Birla, who was 
a close associate of Mahatma Gandhi, and his 
grandfather, B.K. Birla, to guide him as a child. 
By their own examples, says Kumar Mangalam, 
they inculcated in him the “values of honesty, 
consistency, integrity, hard work and putting 
your best foot forward in whatever one was 
doing”. Qualities that would stand him in good 
stead later in life.

K

K U M A R  M A N G A L A M  B I R L A , 5 3

As chairman of the Aditya Birla Group, he has tra nsformed the 
conglomerate from a $2 billion business into a multinational behemoth 
spanning 36 countries and businesses as diverse as textiles, cement, 

chemicals, retail and telecom with an annual revenue of $46 billion

…when my father died. At the age of 28, I had  
to run the businesses he had built”

By RAJ CHENGAPPA

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH
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As a youngster, Kumar Mangalam had no dis-
tractions or ambition of doing anything other than 
joining the family business, which he considered a 
privilege to do. He believed in the Hindu philosophy 
of the family you are born into being the purpose 
of your life. He always wanted to do “something big 
that also gave back to society”. When he returned 
after studying chartered accountancy and earning 
an MBA abroad, his father put him in charge of the 
smaller units in his company. Kumar Mangalam 
describes that experience as a “pressure cooker” envi-
ronment (his father was always hard on himself and 
him) but in which he learnt a lot.

Just before he died, Aditya Vikram advised his son 
to run his businesses with the values he had taught 
him. “I know you work very hard, but you have to enjoy 
life,” Kumar Mangalam recalls his father telling him. 
“Life is meant to be enjoyed. Be very brave. Look after 
your mother and sister, and don’t grieve in public.” 

His father’s death and the resulting challenges he had 
to take up proved to be the turning point of his life. 
“It left me with no choice but to grow up fast,” says 
Kumar Mangalam. “It was a huge learning by itself. It 
taught me about the impermanence of life, to be resil-
ient and to also appreciate the value of family and close 
friends that saw us through this very di�cult phase.”

Among the first things Kumar Mangalam had 
to do was to run the conglomerate he had inherited. 
What helped him was the advice his great-grandfather 
G.D. Birla gave him, which was to be “your own person 
and take your own decisions”. So, when he took over, 
Kumar Mangalam didn’t feel the need of being like 
his father while running his business. As he puts it, 
“I had been ingrained with that freedom in my mind 
to create my own story, run it my way and make my 
own destiny, whatever it may be. I could reconstruct, 
repurpose and rebuild and not be afraid to make mis-
takes. In retrospect, that worked for me.”
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In 1995, when Kumar Mangalam took over the 
family business, which he later renamed the Aditya 
Birla Group (ABG), the country had ushered in major 
economic reforms that had put an end to the stifling 
Licence Raj. The old ways of doing business, includ-
ing the overdependence on government, had run 
their course. Kumar Mangalam had to revamp the 
company’s business strategy totally. Among the first 
things he did was to set about understanding what 
his companies needed by engaging with top manage-
ment professionals.

Though he was advised to align his businesses 
and focus on pure play companies rather than 
diversified ones, Kumar Mangalam decided against 
it. He felt the group’s strength was its conglomerate 
structure. He told his team that he wanted to be a
dominant player in any business the group was in; 
if not, then they needed to exit the sector. “First,” he 
says, “I told my team that we must be in the top 3 
units in a sector and later in the top 2.” He sold units 
where he saw no prospects for acquiring dominance 
or loss-making ones, including the first spinning unit 
his father had set up. He also felt that ABG needed to 
rapidly expand its international footprint.

M
eanwhile, he began making major 
changes in the way the group was being 
managed. Employment in the Birla Group 
at that point was like being in a large joint 
family with the children of employees 
almost assured of a job in the company. 

While Kumar Mangalam himself was 28, the aver-
age age of his employees was more than double his 
own. Among the first things he did was to introduce 
a system of meritocracy in employing people. That 
came from his firm belief that the main asset of any 
company was its people. He surrounded himself with 
managers who were not afraid to challenge him. He 
also felt it was important to lay down clear values 
on how the companies would be run and abide by 
them. Decentralised, empowered and people-driven 
organisation were key to success. For him, “it is very 
important to build leadership and a system that 
promotes merit, as institutions must outlive us.” Now 
25 years later, all his decisions seem to have paid rich 
dividends. Today, ABG is a multinational conglom-
erate operating in 36 countries, with over 120,000 
employees across diverse sectors that include textiles, 
cements, metals, chemicals, retail and telecom-
munications. It has annual revenue of $46 billion, 

more than 20 times what it was when he took over as
chairman in 1995.

Work remains Kumar Mangalam’s prime pas-
sion; he is almost unidimensional in his approach. 
Success and money have made no di�erence to his 
worldview; he remains self-e�acing, even modest, 
about his achievements. For him, acquiring personal 
wealth was never a priority. He says, “My personal 
needs are not many. The whole business of being a 
trusteeship of a company is very important to our 
family. Giving back to the shareholders and to society 
were values that were deeply ingrained.” Now that his 
businesses are well established and he has decen-
tralised their running, he plans to spend more time 
with his three children and nurture their growth. 
His advice to them: “There is no substitute to hard 
work and that you must respect each person as an 
individual. I tell them it is all about integrity and 
commitment and being good human beings—that is 
what inspires trust. That this softer side of manage-
ment is what matters the most.”

And other management tips? That life is a con-
tinuous process of learning; “the day you stop learn-
ing, you die.” He believes that “learning agility” or the 
quality to be able to learn fast, pick up new concepts, 
relearn and unlearn, are essential. Another is how you 
connect with people, how authentic you are. A third is 
to always keep an eye on the growth of your company 
and remain rooted in that reality. Finally, for him, the 
means are as important as the ends; there is no cutting 
corners or compromise on that. The big lesson from 
the pandemic? “For me, it is all about having deep 
pools of resilience.” It’s an attribute the 53-year-old 
Kumar Mangalam seems to have in plenty. ■

“The freedom to create my 
own stor y, run it my way 

and make my own destiny, 
whatever it may be, was 

ingrained in me. I could re-
construct, repurpose and 

rebuild and not be afraid to 
make mistakes”
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F
ew can forget the sight of Dr Kailasavadi-
voo Sivan, chairman of the Indian Space 
Research Organisation (ISRO), weeping 
on the shoulders of Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi at the mission control 
centre after India’s moon lander failed to 
land in the final phase of its descent on the 
lunar surface. As the prime minister 
consoled the ISRO chief, the scene, telecast 

live on national television, saw a wave of sympathy for 
Sivan and his colleagues despite the setback in their 
ambitious goal to make India the fourth nation to 
successfully land a spacecraft in the moon.

Yet, while Sivan may wear his heart on his sleeve, his 
determination and zeal to achieve impossible missions 
remains undiminished. Recalling the incident, Sivan 
says, “Whatever I felt was momentary. That setback 
gave me more energy to aggressively find out what went 
wrong and correct it. This attitude has always helped 
me throughout my career.” Sivan speaks with a convic-
tion borne by experience and practice and says one of 

“My professor advised 
me to join MIT...

ANNIVERSARY 
SPEC IAL

L I F E 
C H A N G I N G 
M O M E N T S

K .  S I V A N , 6 3

His decision to join MIT led him to 
study aerospace engineering and 
subsequently join ISRO where he made 
a mark in launch vehicle systems and 
rose to become chairman

By RAJ CHENGAPPA

...but I was too ashamed to 
tell him I did not know about 
the college. A friend told me 
it was the Madras Institute 
of Technology”

REUBEN SINGH



the big lessons that life has taught him is, as he 
puts it, “Whenever something is denied to you, 
something bigger is waiting for you.” 

For Sivan, adversity has been a constant 
companion, he has only learnt to turn it into 
an opportunity. Coming from a family that 
earned their living as marginal farmers in 
Tamil Nadu’s Kanyakumari district, Sivan 
faced many hardships early in his life. His 
father was able to send him to high school 
with great di�culty. “Wearing chappals,” 
he recalls, “was a luxury for us—we walked 
barefoot to school and wore dhotis instead of 
pants.” When he was young, his ambition was 
to be either a teacher or work as a bank clerk, 
considered the best jobs at the time.

When he did outstandingly well in school, 
particularly in mathematics, Sivan’s ambitions 
turned towards engineering. However, his 
father said he would not be able to a�ord his 
college fees. Sivan went on a one-week hunger 
strike to persuade his father to relent. As a 
concession, his father allowed him to pursue a 
BSc degree but told him to seek admission in 
a nearby college so that Sivan could still help 
at the farm.

Despite the poor quality of teaching at 
the college, Sivan studied hard, got top marks 
and even aced his mathematics examination. 
By then, he had abandoned his dreams of 
becoming an engineer and decided to study 
for post-graduation so that he could at least 
become a bank employee. It was his uncle who 
dissuaded him from doing so. He asked him to 
take up a professional course after consulting 
his college professor on what would be best for 
him. The professor advised Sivan to join MIT 
in Madras but Sivan was too ashamed to tell

him he was unaware of such a college. It was 
a friend who told him that it was the Madras 
Institute of Technology and that it o�ered a 
variety of professional courses. His father, im-
pressed by his performance in college, decided 
to sell a part of his land and fund Sivan’s stud-
ies and told him to seek admission in MIT.

The decision to join MIT proved to be 
the turning point in Sivan’s life. He opted to 
study aeronautics as his house in the village 
was near an airport and as a child he was 
always fascinated by how aircraft flew. While 
he passed MIT with flying colours, getting a 
job proved di�cult. He, therefore, decided to 
pursue a master’s in engineering at the Indian 
Institute of Science (IISc) in Bengaluru. It was 
here that his romance with space engineering 
began. The then IISc director, Satish Dha-
wan, was also ISRO chairman and frequently 
invited space scientists to give lectures on the 
rockets they were building. Sivan was fasci-
nated with one such talk on the Polar Satellite 
Launch Vehicle (PSLV) project and took it up 
as his dissertation. That culminated in ISRO 
o�ering him the opportunity to join the proj-
ect team in 1982. It was Dhawan who presided 
over his graduation ceremony. But not once 
did Sivan imagine that one day he would be 
ISRO chairman. “My biggest aim,” he says, 
“was getting a job and sending my father 
some money to support my family. I had no 
ambition or even imagined at that time that I 
would one day become ISRO chairman.”

As part of the PSLV team, Sivan worked 
hard to make a mark. It was during this time 
that he met Dr A.P.J. Abdul Kalam along with 
a bunch of other scientists. Much later, when 
Kalam became President of India, Sivan never 

� A space of 
his own

At the space 
port in 

Sriharikota after 
Chandrayaan-2 

launch

“The Chandrayaan-2 setback gave 
me more energy to f ind out what 
went wrong and correct it. This 
attitude has always helped me 

throughout my career”
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thought he would remember their conversations after 
so long. But one look at Sivan and Kalam, in his char-
acteristic manner, said: “You are the trajectory guy.” 

Sivan was subsequently made project director 
of the Geo-Synchronous Launch Vehicle (GSLV), 
a rocket launcher bigger than PSLV. GSLV had 
su�ered four successive flight failures and his 
colleagues commiserated with Sivan on his new 
posting. The team he had inherited was demoti-
vated. When they readied the spacecraft for the next 
launch, to Sivan’s embarrassment, the countdown 
had to be stopped at the launch pad because of a 
fuel leak from one of the engines. Undeterred, Sivan 
got his team members to work doubly hard and 
months later they carried out GSLV’s first success-
ful flight. Sivan has never looked back since.

Today as ISRO’s chairman, Sivan presides over 

some of the most ambitious projects the organisa-
tion has ever conceived. These include the forth-
coming manned space flight apart from exploratory 
missions to the moon, Venus and even the sun. 
Importantly, the Union government has recently 
announced major reforms in the space sector by 
opening it out to massive private participation. 
Sivan has been tasked with ensuring that the new 
policy is a success so that Indian space can grow 
manifold and achieve its fullest potential. Sivan be-
lieves in teamwork and prefers a management style 
of motivating others to get the best out of them. 
Citing the GSLV example, he tells them: “Whatever 
the task you have been entrusted with, ensure that 
you excel in it. Don’t keep aspiring for other things 
before doing the best you can with the task at hand.” 
And he sure practises what he preaches. �

� The  
science 

batch
Sivan (stand-
ing, top row, 
second from 

left) during his 
college days 
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“My biggest aim was  
getting a job and sending 
my father some money to 
support the family. I had 

no ambition, nor did I  
ever even imagine that I  

would one day become 
ISRO chairman”
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G U L Z A R ,  8 6
This momentous encounter with director Bimal Roy led the 

lyricist—and later filmmaker—to give up his job as a  
mechanic, give songwriting for films a chance, and imbue it 

with a sensorial richness never seen before

“‘That motor 
garage is no place 

for you’...
...is what Bimalda said to me. Nobody had 

spoken to me like that before. He was like a 
father. He extended his hand and picked me 

up—it transformed my life”
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T
he edifice of our life follows no 
blueprint, nor does it take the shape 
you imagine. You just have to keep 
exploring it. 

Our family had moved to Delhi 
just before Partition. There was a shop 
on Roshan Ara Road, where we had 
to sleep. To spend the hours, I would 
read books borrowed from a lending 
library by the pale yellow light of an oil 
lamp—titles like Behram Ka Chhura 

or books by Teerathram Firozpuri. It was two annas a 
day, and I would run through a lot in one night, mak-
ing the booklender wonder about the profitability of 
the trade. One day, he gave me a book that he thought 
nobody cared for much. That book—Rabindranath 

Tagore’s Gardener—changed my interests, my entire 
life. Now I muse: how could this refugee from Punjab, 
who ran a lending stall for newspapers, magazines and 
books—and made a living o�ering unlimited reading 
at two annas a day, or four annas a week—have known 
he was changing my life? 

Over time, it became a firm conviction that I 
had to be a writer. My father would worry about me, 
thinking of our relative and littérateur Sudarshan 
Awara, who struggled to make ends meet. What will 
he do? Will he live o� his brothers? Eat in langars? 
Seeing me o� on a train to Mumbai, where my broth-



er lived, he said: “Take care. And don’t settle down en 
route to regale strangers with your ghazals.” 

In Mumbai, I worked for a spell at my brother’s 
petrol pump, then quit studies to take up a denting-
painting job at Vichare Motor Garage. I can match 
colours just fine, I reasoned; it was also enough to 
get by, and there was ample time to read and write. 

I made many friends—intellectuals, progressive 
writers, some of them associated with films too. I had 

no interest in films and had never thought of 
venturing in that direction. It so happened 
that (famed lyricist) Shailendra and (star 
music composer) Sachin Dev Burman had 
had some sort of a falling out, and the hunt 
for a new lyricist made my friend Debu Sen 
nudge me to go meet Bimal Roy (Bolly-
wood’s pre-eminent director at the time; Sen 
assisted Roy in those days.) When I resisted 
the idea, Shailendra himself scolded me: 
“You think filmdom has only philistines? 
Go!” Anyway, that song I wrote for Bandini 
(‘Mora gora ang lai le’) was recorded, but by 

the time that happened, Shailendra and Sachinda had 
made up—and I was out. Bimalda felt bad about this. 
He said: I know you don’t like writing for films, but 
this is a director’s medium. Sit in on a meeting in the 
morning and see. If you do not like it, do whatever else 
you wish, but please do not go back to that garage—
that’s no place for you. Nobody had spoken to me like 
that before. He was like a father. He extended his hand 
and picked me up—it transformed my life.  

The third most pivotal moment of my life came 
when (daughter) Meghna took the first shot of Filhaal 
(her 2002 directorial debut). She had earned this mo-
ment on her own steam. I used to choke up thinking I 
hadn’t managed to give her any sort of leg-up as most 
do for their children. She never asked me or even her 
mother for anything. She decided on her own to assist 
Saeed Mirza. Then chose a theme (for her film) that 
was ahead of its time—surrogacy. Two leading heroes 
at the time declined, saying they didn’t believe in the
subject. Later, they themselves had children through 
surrogacy. But she was determined to go ahead. “What 
answers did your generation have to these questions?” 
she asked. “That this is god’s will? Or to be a mute 
witness as the man took a second wife?” Filhaal stood 
on the convictions of her generation. It is then that I 
accepted the intrinsic honesty, guts, frankness and 
transparency of this generation. They are ahead of us, 
more forthright than us. They held our hand at one 
point, now I hold theirs and try to walk in step.

This is a turning point—and, I’m proud to say, the 
most important one.  ■

—as told to Yashwant Vyas

“[There’s an] intrinsic  
honest y, guts and frankness in 
the next generation. They are 
ahead of us, more forthright 
than us. They held our hand 

at one point, now I hold theirs 
and tr y to walk in step

� Golden 
words

A portrait of 
Gulzar from 

the early 1960s 
that features 

in Because He 
Is..., Meghna 
Gulzar’s book 
on her father
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Please acquaint us with �e Chintels 
Group. 
Since 1986, we were into land aggregation and 
providing commercial o�ce space services. In 
2007, some of our land came under the Gurgaon 
masterplan. And the idea of development came 
from there. So, we decided to enter real estate 
development as a business – some projects 
as joint developments with other reputed 
developers and some independently.
So far it has been a good journey since then. 
We have made some residential projects like 
Chintels Paradiso and Chintels Serenity in 
Sector 109, Gurugram and commercial projects 
like Chintels Corporate park. A large number of 

GREAT HOMES, 
SMART OFFICES

people are living in our residential projects. Our 
USP is that we are customer-centric with a focus 
on quality. We believe in on-time delivery. �ese 
practices have kept us in good stead.  
As some of your labourers stayed on the 
premises during the pandemic, would 
you tell us about the steps the Group took 
to take care of them?
�e pandemic was unexpected. It brought 
everything to a standstill. Most of the labourers 
couldn’t go home and stayed on the premises. 
Luckily, we were allowed to start work with the 
required protocols. We ensured that there were 
doctors on the sites, so that Covid-19 testing 
could be done on the site. We put all SOPs in 
place with constant temperature check-ups, 
sanitization and hygiene practices. �ere was a 
delay, but compared to many other projects, we 
did good.  
�e pandemic made us more sensitive to 
Nature and highlighted the importance 
of staying away from pollution. Natural 
environs are a Chintels Group USP too. 
Please tell us more about it. 
Our projects are located close to the Dwarka 
Expressway, which is near the green belt of 
Delhi. We are located in Sectors 106, 108, 
109. All these are very close to Indira Gandhi 
International Airport as well. As we are �anked 
by Delhi’s green spaces, there is relatively less 
pollution around our projects. And these places 
will always be green, so people will always �nd 
themselves surrounded by Nature. 
Your Corporate Park too is conveniently 
located. Please throw more light upon it. 
Chintels Corporate Park is in sector 114. �is, 
too, is very close to the Delhi border—Dwarka 

Expressway and IGI are within a few minutes 
driving distance. It is the �rst such building in 
that sector, so it has become a landmark. It is 
close to the residential projects also, which is 
another good thing. 
How much were the real estate companies 
hit due to the pandemic. Which are the 
worst a�ected verticals?
Initially, like everything else, real estate also 
slumped. With a complete lockdown, everything 
was at a standstill. But there has been recovery 
now. During the lockdown, many people weren’t 
able to pay rents, many lost jobs and others 
were working from home. So, many realized 
that it’s be�er to buy their own property and 
pay EMIs. In fact, our sales have been up since 
Diwali. October and November 2020 were good 
periods for us. Our projects did be�er than the 
pre-Covid period. 
Commercial projects did slow down a bit. But 
the next year 2021, will be a be�er year, as Indian 
is now seen as an industrial hub. �e vaccine is 
also around the corner, as per reports. �ings 
will surely improve. Many foreign �rms are 
bound to start their manufacturing from India. 
�e worst is behind us and there are only good 
days ahead. 
What strategy has your group employed 
to deal with the uncertainties spelled by 
the pandemic?
We are very positive. Everything in life is 
transient. �ere are good times and bad times. 
Being fearful and pessimistic doesn’t help in any 
way. We have to keep doing our work and move 
ahead. I’ve always believed that you should 
expect the best and prepare for the worst. It is 
good to be positive, yet be cautious. 

Building homes, o�ces and shopping spaces for a new India, The Chintels Group stands for trust and 
commitment. Managing Director Prashant Solomon talks about the Groups’s journey, the challenges 
during the pandemic and the road ahead

Prashant Solomon
Managing Director, Chintels India Pvt. Ltd.
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“The first time I  
went into a  
10-day silence...
...it was life-altering for 
me. To find oneself, one 
has to find silence”

S R I  S R I  R A V I  S H A N K A R , 6 4

The result was the spiritual 
leader’s ‘Sudarshan Kriya’, 
which went on to become the 
signature course at his Art of 
Living Foundation which operates 
in close to 155 countries and has 
over 370 million followers

By SONALI ACHARJEE 

B
orn to a religious family in Tamil Nadu, Ravi Shankar 
was named after the eighth century Hindu saint, Adi 
Shankara. It was clear from an early age that Ravi 
Shankar was no ordinary child. By the time he turned 
four, he could recite bits of the Bhagvad Gita and had 
begun to meditate. His sister, Bhanumati Narsimhan, 
recalls that even teachers in school would speak to her 
brother for comfort and advice, such was his persona. 

“The first time I went into a 10-day silence was life-
altering for me,” says Ravi Shankar. “To find oneself, one has to find 
silence.” At the time, he was in Shimoga, Karnataka. This was in 1981 
and the result was the spiritual leader’s ‘Sudarshan Kriya’. “It came to 
me like a poem, an inspiration. I learned it and then began to teach it.” 
A powerful technique which incorporates specific natural rhythms of 
breath and harmonises the rhythms of the body and emotions, Sudar-
shan Kriya went on to become the signature course at Shankar’s Art of 
Living Foundation, a non-profit organisation. According to Shankar, 
there are five main virtues of silence—it increases your inner silence, 

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH
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“Sleep might rid us of tiredness, but deeper stress 
remains. Sudarshan Kriya helps cleanse stress... 

Silence has f ive main virtues: it increases your inner 
silence, turns your mind inward, makes you more 

aware and coherent, helps you communicate better 
and helps you solve more problems as you experience 

communication without thoughts
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� Inner peace
Sri Sri Ravi 

Shankar with his 
followers, 1999

turns your mind inward, makes you more aware 
and coherent, helps you communicate better and 
helps you solve more problems as you experience 
communication without thoughts. “Sleep might rid 
us of tiredness, but deeper stress remains. Sudar-
shan Kriya helps cleanse stress,” he adds.

Operating globally in close to 155 countries, 

Art of Living is said to have more than 370 million 
followers. Many who attend Art of Living courses, 
learn, through the practice of yoga and meditation, 
how to be silent and present. “One needs to prac-
tice—retreat and longer retreats till one is always 
present no matter what is going on around us. With 
silence one finds patience, bliss, creativity.” ■

SIPRA DAS

  �   



“I inherited my father’s 
responsibilities, not 

privileges…
…but what I learnt from him was how to 
interact with people and deal with their 

problems e�ectively and e�ciently” 

� His way
Odisha chief minister 

Naveen Patnaik 
with his pet dogs 

at his home in 
Bhubaneswar,  

June 2017

38   �INDIA TODAY    JA N UA RY 4, 2021



Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH

ANNIVERSARY 
SPEC IAL

L I F E 
C H A N G I N G 
M O M E N T S

efore he joined politics in 1997, Naveen Patnaik 
was known more for the parties he hosted than 
for party work. Pappu, as Naveen was nick-
named, was then part of Delhi’s elite jet-set 
gang. He showed no inclination towards taking 
on the mantle of his father, Biju Patnaik, who 
was known for his derring-do, both as a skilled 
pilot (he ran an airline) and in politics where he 
was twice the chief minister of Odisha.

Naveen was the youngest of three siblings, 
and his sister, Gita, an author of repute, recalls that he was 
a sophisticate with great interest in art and culture. He had 
opened a boutique, ‘Pyschedelhi’, in the national capital and 
his clientele included the Beatles. Naveen lived in his father’s 
sprawling bungalow on Aurangzeb Road in Lutyens’ Delhi, 
where he penned several co�ee-table books. It included one 
on Indian royalty that he had researched with Jacqueline 
Kennedy Onassis, who not only travelled with him but also 
helped edit the book. When in Europe, he schmoozed around 
with the glitterati that included Mick Jagger and the British 
aristocracy. He had no interest in politics, but Gita recalls 
that Naveen always exhibited a deep sense of social justice.

In April 1997, when his father died of cardiorespiratory 
failure, Naveen’s life underwent a dramatic change almost
overnight. That, in many ways, was to prove the turning point 
of his life. He recalls then prime minister I.K. Gujral request-
ing him to contest from his father’s parliamentary constituen-
cy, Aska, in Odisha. Naveen was 50 and surprised his family by 
saying he would take up the challenge. His rationale: “One of 
the members of the family had to continue his (Biju Patnaik’s) 
legacy of social responsibility.” He then goes on to add, “I had 
inherited my father’s responsibilities, not privileges. What I 
learnt from him was to interact with people, get close to their 
problems and deal with them e�ectively and e�ciently.”

Naveen launched the Biju Janata Dal (BJD) in December 
the same year and won the Aska seat comfortably. When 
the Gujral government fell shortly after, the BJD became a 
constituent of the National Democratic Alliance government 
headed by Atal Bihari Vajpayee, and Naveen served as his 
Union minister of mines. His friends say that Vajpayee took 
a liking to Naveen and mentored him on how to handle the 
rough and tumble of politics.

Naveen then focused on building the BJD for the upcoming 
state election in 2000. Aligning with the BJP, the BJD swept 

B

N A V E E N  P A T N A I K , 7 4

When his father Biju Patnaik died in 
1997, Naveen gave up his jet-setting 

life and shifted base from Delhi to 
Odisha to take on his political mantle. 
As chief minister since 2000, he has 

brought about an economic and social 
transformation of the state

By RAJ CHENGAPPA
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to power by defeating the Congress. The alliance won 106 
of the 147 seats. Naveen shifted to Bhubaneswar to serve 
as chief minister. He lived frugally, preferring to stay in 
the outhouse of his father’s bungalow, and shunned o�-
cial trappings—a move that endeared him to the common 
man. Naveen had several disadvantages: he barely knew 
his own state nor had any mastery over the language. But 
if his opponents thought he would be a laid-back chief 
minister, he would soon prove them terribly wrong. 

Naveen was astute, single-minded and ruthless in his 
quest to run Odisha his way. His friend, Pinaki Misra, 
a BJD MP who was then in the Congress, recalls, “He 
showed an extraordinary determination. It was as if he 
had found his calling. He had an extremely sharp mind—
you don’t survive in the international social network 
unless you have stu� in you. He was a quick learner and 
had a prodigious memory. He never forgot a favour or 
a slight and was an implacable foe.” Naveen pulled the 
shutters down on his high-flying Delhi friends and even 
stopped inviting them to Odisha. He also cracked the 
whip on corruption—“Cleaning the Augean stables”, as 
he dryly puts it. When a friend asked how he was coping 
with regional politics, Naveen, in his clipped accent, said, 
“Nothing that I have not seen in the salons of Europe and 
that I can’t tend to.” He came into his own in 2009 when 
he became CM for the third time, after he ended his alli-
ance with the BJP and the BJD won a full majority.

Right through, Naveen stayed laser-focused on anti-
poverty programmes and bringing rapid development 
to Odisha. “I thought my most important task was to 
tackle poverty, which we have been able to do to a great 
extent. Odisha is the only state in the country to lift 8 
million people out of poverty in the shortest possible 
time,” he told ����� �����. Under Naveen, Odisha has 

undergone a dramatic economic and social trans-
formation. For instance, when he took over as chief 
minister in 2000, 59 per cent of Odisha’s population 
was below the poverty line—more than in any other 
state—and Kalahandi was a byword for misery. By 
2012, in his third term, this figure had been reduced, 
almost by half, to 32.5 per cent—the sharpest drop 
among all states during that period. 

Now in his fifth term as chief minister, Naveen is on 
course to become the longest-serving chief minister of 
the country. His sense of urgency to work for his people 
seems to have only increased. He is now focusing on 
bringing “not incremental but dynamic, transforma-
tional and holistic changes in the lives of people”. To ef-
fect that change, he has a ‘Five Ts’ management mantra:
transparency, teamwork, technology and timeliness, 
leading to the transformation he seeks. Naveen is clear 
that he is not interested in moving to national politics 
and is satisfied with serving Odisha. As he puts it, “For 
me, politics is not a means to acquire power but a spiri-
tual journey.” In that respect, he is a true karmayogi. ■

“I thought my most 
important task was to 
tackle povert y. Odisha 
is the only state to lif t 
8 million people out of 
povert y in the shortest 

possible time”
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� Political 
test

Naveen Patnaik 
campaigns 

for the Odisha 
assembly poll, 

Feb. 2000

BHASKAR PAUL
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C H E T A N  B H A G A T ,  4 6

… of working in an international 
bank. It was not meant to launch 
me on an author’s career”

“I started  
writing to escape 
the monotony…

His first novel, Five Point Someone, became a runaway hit  
in 2004. Since then, the IIT Delhi and IIM-A graduate’s 
subsequent books have also become bestsellers, even leading 
to blockbuster film adaptations like 3 Idiots and 2 States

By KAUSHIK DEKA

Photograph by SHEKHAR GHOSH



ANNIVERSARY 
SPEC IAL

L I F E 
C H A N G I N G 
M O M E N T S

“I’d hate to call myself an intellectual. I am an earnest 
observer of things around me. I was one of the early 

birds to predict Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s emergence nationally”

W
hen Chetan Bhagat scored 76 per cent in 
his 10th board examinations, for the first 
time in his life, he understood the 
importance of social recognition. He was 
labelled as an ‘average student’ by friends, 
relatives and acquaintances. “I was very 
uncomfortable with this judgement and 
felt I was being written o�,” says Bhagat. 

The only way he could change that tag, 
he felt, was by getting admission to a prestigious college. For 
the next two years, he devoted all his energy to that—and in 
1991, he found himself enrolled at IIT (the Indian Institute of
Technology) Delhi. “Getting admission to an IIT completely 
changes how the world perceives you, and your own percep-
tion of yourself. Suddenly, you are considered a ‘brilliant 
student’ and categorised as an ‘achiever’. It also enhances your 
confidence and opens up many opportunities,” says Bhagat. 
The engineering degree from IIT was followed by a man-
agement degree from the Indian Institute of Management-
Ahmedabad (IIM-A), which earned him a job with an inter-
national bank. But though he was living the ‘middle-class 
Indian dream’, Bhagat says he did not find happiness—some-
thing he used to feel while writing plays for college events.  

To escape the monotony of his job, he started writing 
again, mostly reminiscences of his experiences at IIT Delhi. 
After years of struggling to find a publisher, his partly auto-

biographical story was finally published as a novel—Five Point 
Someone—in 2004. He says he never expected it to become a 
runaway success; all he had hoped for was to gift his “hobby 
book” to friends from IIT. “It was not meant to launch me on 
an author’s career,” says Bhagat. “But it changed my life. It 
gave me a new profession, a new path and a level of recogni-
tion I could never have imagined.” As of today, it has sold more 
than a million copies, unprecedented in Indian publishing.  

The next big moment came in 2009, when Five Point 
Someone was adapted to make the film 3 Idiots, which went 
on to become one of the highest-earning Hindi blockbusters 
of all time. “I was already fairly popular and well-known by 
then, but the film made me a household name and cemented 
my reputation as a writer,” says Bhagat. Then, in 2014, the 
release of 2 States, a film based on his novel 2 States: The 
Story of My Marriage, added to Bhagat’s saga of success in 
print and on screen.  

Following that, Bhagat gradually entered a new field—
voicing his opinions as a columnist on the issues concerning 
the nation. “I would hate to call myself an intellectual,” he 
says. “I’m an earnest observer of the happenings around me. 
I was one of early birds to predict Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s emergence at the national level. The growth of social 
media and my connection with the new India have helped my 
evolution as an influencer of thoughts.” And this evolution, for 
the bestselling author, is the fourth turning point of his life. �

� The Write 
Stu�

Chetan Bhagat 
at an event in 

2019 (previous 
page); Bhagat 

with copies 
of Five Point 
Someone in 

2004 

HEMANT CHAWLA



A Z I M  P R E M J I , 7 5

Diversifying the family business his father founded away from cooking oil and  
soap, Premji entered the information technology sector in 1982. Today, Wipro is  

an IT powerhouse, India’s third-largest software company

“There was nobody  
to run the business...
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...and so I had to leave Stanford without  
completing my degree”

By M.G. ARUN

HEMANT MISHRA
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B
orn in Mumbai in 
1945 into a Gujarati 
Muslim family, Azim 
Hashim Premji had, 
in his younger years, 
aspired to a career in 
public service. The 
son of businessman 
Muhammed Hashim 

Premji, his future seemed set—a 
degree from a foreign university 
and, to start with, a cushy job at 
either the United Nations or the 
World Bank. However, destiny had 
something else in store. Mid-way 
into his engineering degree at 
California’s Stanford University, 
Premji received terrible news: his 
father, only 51, had su�ered a heart 
attack and had passed away. This 
led to him taking charge of his 
father’s business—Western India 
Vegetable Products, founded the 
year Azim was born, which manu-
factured a brand of cooking oil 
named Sunflower Vanaspati and a 
laundry soap called 787, a by-prod-
uct of the oil manufacture—ending 
his dreams of a career in public 
service. “My mother was completely 
dedicated to running the charitable 
orthopaedic hospital for children 
that she had set up at Haji Ali in 
Bombay,” he tells ����� �����. “So 
there was nobody to run the 
business and I had to leave Stanford 
without completing my degree.”  

Shouldering the responsibilities 
of managing a business at a young 
age wasn’t easy. Determination 
was not enough. Other stakehold-
ers needed to be convinced of his 

ability to successfully run the firm 
too. “Those were the days of im-
mense struggle,” Premji recalls. “In 
the first AGM (annual general meet-
ing) of shareholders after I took over 
[the firm], a shareholder heckled 
me, saying that if a young man like 
me, with no experience, was to run 
the company, I could only run it 
into the ground.” Flustered as he 
was, this was also an opportunity 
to prove himself. “In those initial 
years, that challenge was etched 
in my mind and I was determined 
to prove [the shareholder] and 
people like him wrong,” he says. 
Doing business in those days also 
meant greasing the palms of many 
government o�cials, a practice 
that was commonplace. “I detested 
that. So, I made up my mind that, 
whatever happened, I would build 
the company on a foundation of in-
tegrity—that I would never, ever pay 
bribes and would always be fair,” 
Premji says.

Those were tough days to do 
business. Prices were government 
controlled. But that did not stop 
him from diversifying into a host of 
products, including bakery fats, eth-
nic ingredient-based toiletries, baby 
toiletries and lighting products. 

That was also the time when 
Premji wanted to get into the IT 
business. The opportunity for this 
move came when George Fer-
nandes, the-then Union minister 
for industries in the Morarji Desai 

“I came back 
to India, and at 

the age of 21, 
with no business 

experience, became 
responsible for 

my father’s f irm. 
Those were days  

of immense 
struggle”



government, asked multinationals IBM and 
Coca Cola to fold up their operations in In-
dia. The vacuum left by IBM was something 
Premji could fill. He changed his company’s 
name to Wipro and started making mini-
computers in collaboration with a US-based 
firm, Sentinel Computer Corporation, in 
1982, with the company’s first personal 
computer being launched in 1986. Later, 
with the opening up of the economy in 1991, 
Premji saw that he would face sti� competi-
tion in hardware from foreign companies, 
and focused his business on the software/ 
outsourcing capabilities India is by now 
well-known for.

That has, indeed, paid rich dividends. 
Wipro is now India’s third-largest software 
company, with revenues of Rs 61,020 crore 
in 2019-20, and a net profit of Rs 9,720 
crore. “Eventually it turned out well, which I 
can say now. It is just that instead of joining 
public service, I became a business person. 

Now, for the past 20 years, my goal of public 
service is served through the [Azim Premji] 
Foundation,” he says. Premji, the 15th richest 
Indian on the Forbes 2020 rich list with a 
net worth of $7.9 billion (Rs 58,460 crore), 
is one of India’s most benevolent corporate 
givers. In March last year, he gave away 34 
per cent of his shares in Wipro, then valued 
at $7.5 billion (Rs 55,500 crore) to charitable 
causes. This takes the total value of funds he 
has committed to the Azim Premji Founda-
tion’s philanthropic activities to $21 billion 
(about Rs 1.5 lakh crore). Wipro, Wipro En-
terprises and the Azim Premji Foundation 
together have also committed Rs 1,125 crore 
towards fighting Covid-19.

Years later, Premji managed to get 
his bachelor’s degree in engineering from 
Stanford. But by then, he was well settled in 
the new path destiny had carved out for him. 
His mantra for success? “Hard work and a 
lot of luck.” They seemed to be on his side. �
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� Trial by fire
Wipro found-
er-chairman 
Azim Premji 
(previous 

page); Premji at 
Wipro’s Santoor 

soap plant in 
the 1990s
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rvind Kejriwal captured the imagina-
tion of millions of Indians across the 
world as he, along with social activist 
Anna Hazare, raised di�cult questions 
for the government of the day. The 
year was 2012, and Kejriwal’s stirr-
ing speeches raised pertinent issues 
like the abuse of power and taxpayers’ 
money—questions that dominated the 
national conscience. The movement 
redefined the spectre of national poli-

tics in many ways—a Lutyens outsider, he  stormed the 
Delhi bastion. Eight years on, his Aam Aadmi Party 
(AAP) is in its second term in power and has made a 
place for itself in the national discourse. 

Kejriwal’s journey really started when he was 24 
and volunteered to work at Mother Teresa’s Missionar-
ies of Charity in Calcutta. In an e-mail interview, he 
writes, “I worked among the poor families in Kalighat. 

Working on the streets where these people lived was an 
eye-opening experience. We did everything for them, 
from cleaning beds to disposing body waste, to bath-
ing them, washing their clothes and feeding them. It 
was very tiring, but it gave me a lot of satisfaction.” He 
cites it as a life-defining moment for him. 

Another turning point was his tenure as an Indian 
Revenue Service O�cer from 1995. “I soon realised 
that the biggest obstacle in people not getting the ser-
vices of the government was the rampant corruption. I 
founded ‘Parivartan’ with Manish (Sisodia) and others, 
a civil society organisation that addressed citizen’s 
grievances in matters related to the public distribu-
tion system, social welfare schemes, income tax and 
electricity. At the time, Delhi su�ered from long hours 
of power cuts and there were loopholes in the taxation 
system due to corruption. We fought for change, and 
change begins with small things. There was a clear 
need to expose the roots of this system; RTI (Right to 
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“I worked among 
the poor families  
in Kalighat...
A R V I N D  K E J R I W A L , 5 2

His work as a social volunteer shaped his thinking and led him 
to confront the rampant corruption in the government. He quit 
the IRS and formed an NGO to address people’s grievances. 
That laid the foundation for the Aam Aadmi Party

By SHWWETA PUNJ

...along with Mother Teresa’s missionaries  
and it was an eye-opening experience for me”
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Information Act) was a way to help people 
get work done in government departments 
without paying a bribe,” he writes.

 ‘Parivartan’ empowered the man on 
the street. Kejriwal and his associates 
would roam the city’s slums and clusters 
calling out for those who did not have 
ration cards, guide them on filing RTI ap-
plications. He also used RTI to streamline 
power connections and the water supply. 
He says his vision behind building AAP 
was to get common people to step into 
politics. “There are people who wanted 
to change the system in some way or the 
other. AAP did not happen overnight, it 
was born out of a movement. Many people 

from di�erent walks of life came up and 
made it into what it is today. Together, we 
could fight the system,” he writes.

Kejriwal, in his second term now, has 
been behind some of the most defining 
and inclusive governance initiatives in 
India, from mohalla clinics to revamping 
government schools to digital delivery of 
close to 100 services. Delhi’s government 
schools are a case in point—the 2020 
CBSE results saw them post their best 
ever pass percentage: 98 per cent. It’s the 
fifth year in a row that government schools 
have had a much better pass percentage 
than private schools in Delhi. It’s an edu-
cation in what strong will can achieve. ■

� Right to 
know

Kejriwal in 
2004, from 
India Today 

archives

“A AP did not happen overnight, it 
was born out of a movement... 

together, we could fight the system”
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ome of Anil Agarwal’s earli-
est childhood memories are of 
his mother Ved’s struggles to 
manage the household expenses 
and education of her four chil-
dren with the Rs 400 that her 
husband would give her each 
month. Dwarka Prasad Agar-
wal, his father, was a small-time 
businessman in Patna, making 

and selling aluminium conductors for a living. 
At Goria Toli, then a modest settlement in 
Bihar’s capital, the young Agarwal saw strife 
everywhere. Women were being exploited at 
their workplaces, with children dropping out 
of school to support their families by doing 
odd jobs. Agarwal himself, who just managed 
to complete his matriculation at Miller High 
School in Patna, joined his father’s business 
when he was barely 15. 

Looking back, the industrialist, who is now 
worth $3.4 billion (Rs 25,160 crore) according 
to Forbes—with Vedanta Resources, the parent 
company of his various businesses, from metals 

and mining to oil and gas, earning $11.8 billion 
(Rs 87,320 crore) in revenues in 2019-20—says 
that the di�culties he faced during his child-
hood taught him to think beyond the immediate 
situation and take risks. When he was 19, he 
left the security of his home and took a train to 
Mumbai, the land of opportunity for hundreds 
of thousands of migrants from his home state, 
even to this day. Stepping out of Bombay Central 
station in 1973, he took a vow: if he made it big 
in the big city, he would give something back to 
it. But he did not know English, which was es-
sential to getting an o�ce job. So he started o� 
as a dealer in scrap material, which he collected 
from cable companies in other states and sold 
in Mumbai. “Those were tough days,” he tells 
����� ����� from his home in London. “I had 
to spend half the day in bank branches just to 
clear cheques given by clients.”

Dealing with cable companies gave him the 
idea of owning one; in 1979, he acquired the 
Shamsher Sterling Corporation, a manufacturer 
of power and control cables. Those were the 
days of frequent labour protests in the city led by 
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“At 19, I began with 
selling metal scrap 

in Mumbai…
A N I L  A G A R W A L , 6 6

As chairman of Vedanta Resources, his businesses now have a combined 
revenue of $11.8 billion and span metals to mining to oil and gas

…I’d spend half a day at banks to get cheques given by 
clients cleared, but it taught me to take risks”

By M.G. ARUN

Photograph by VIVAN MEHRA
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fiery trade union leader Datta Samant. 
“But we persisted for 10 years, with 
150 employees,” he recalls. In 1986, he 
set up a factory to manufacture jelly-
filled cables used in telecom, founding 
Sterlite Industries. But the volatility 
in prices of raw materials—copper 
and aluminium—led him to look for 
opportunities to produce those himself.

A big opportunity came when the 
Narasimha Rao government liber-
alised India’s industrial policy in 1991, 
making it easier for private firms to 
start or buy other businesses. In 1993, 
Sterlite Industries became the first 
private company in India to set up a 
copper smelter and refinery. In 1995, 
it acquired Madras Aluminium, a 
sick firm that had been closed for four 
years. “The western world always want-
ed India to be an importer, a dumping 
ground. But I said, ‘We can produce 
ourselves’,” says Agarwal. Later, the 
Vajpayee government’s disinvestment 
policy gave wings to his plans. In 2001, 
he acquired a 51 per cent stake in the 
Bharat Aluminium Company, a public 
sector undertaking. The very next year, 
he acquired a majority stake in the 
state-run Hindustan Zinc. His decision 

to list Vedanta Resources on the Lon-
don Stock Exchange, in 2003, proved 
to be another major milestone. The 
company raised $2 billion (Rs 14,800 
crore), which it used to expand busi-
ness operations in India. “Metals and 
mining had a good charm in London,” 
says Agarwal.

On his journey, Agarwal has kept 
to a golden rule that his grandfather 
taught him—keep only 35 per cent of 
what you earn and give the rest back to 
society. His quest for ‘arth (wealth)’, he 
says, is complemented by the pursuit 
of ‘dharm’.  “Life has come full circle 
for me,” says Agarwal, referring to 
his di�cult childhood. Nand Ghar, 
Vedanta’s social impact programme, 
focuses on eradicating child malnutri-
tion, providing education, healthcare, 
and empowering women with skill de-
velopment. Till now, more than 1,700 
Nand Ghars have been built across the 
country. Nand Ghar is joining hands 
with the Bill and Melinda Gates Foun-
dation to transform anganwadis in 
some districts of Uttar Pradesh. “When 
you [make the e�ort], new doors open 
and new people help you take things 
forward,” says Agarwal. �

On his journey 
to create wealth, 

Agarwal has kept 
to a golden rule 
his grandfather 

taught him—keep 
only 35 per cent 

of what you earn, 
and give the rest 

to societ y

� From 
strength to 

strength
Vedanta 

chairman Anil 
Agarwal (pre-
vious page); in 
a celebratory 
mood in the 

1970s (above)
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A
shok Gehlot credits his illustrious political 
career, which has seen him become Union 
minister at 31, Pradesh Congress Commit-
tee chief at 34, chief minister thrice and MP 
and MLA five times each, entirely to the 
‘Gandhis’ (the Mahatma and the Nehru-
Gandhi family). It all began with his regular 
visits, as a school and college student, to the 
Jodhpur o�ce of the Gandhi Peace Founda-

tion. While his school and college friends indulged in 
interests of their age, Gehlot was inspired by Mahatma 
Gandhi and his values. Apart from developing his own 
ideas about politics, he imbibed the Gandhian abhorrence 
for liquor and embraced vegetarianism early in life. As 
Rajasthan chief minister, he is known to have been 
unwelcoming to liquor, hotel and bar representatives 
seeking relaxations in the liquor trade in the state. 
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“Working 
along with 
Gandhians 
for migrant 
refugees…

A S H O K  G E H L O T ,  6 9

The Congress veteran and Rajasthan 
chief minister has made compassion 
for the poor the guiding principle of 
his politics and governance

…from East Pakistan 
around the 1971 war 
gave me a deep sense of 
satisfaction”

By ROHIT PARIHAR

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH
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“I am told I do not enjoy the prerogatives  
of being a chief minister. But I never de-
sired a f lamboyant lifest yle. I detest lav-

ish spending that many perceive comes 
naturally with political stature”

Gehlot’s first brush with public service was at 
a migrant refugee camp in West Bengal around 
the 1971 Bangladesh war, as part of the Tarun 
Shanti Sena, a group of Gandhians. He came face 
to face with acute human misery and recalls a 
deep sense of satisfaction from caring for the in-
mates. “I felt I must do something for the people.” 

The war and events leading to the creation of 
Bangladesh had a profound impact on Gehlot. 
To him, Islamabad’s injustice and discrimina-
tion against the Bangla-speaking people of East 
Pakistan was in stark contrast to India’s unity in 
diversity—reason, Gehlot says, he despises the 
BJP’s “divisive agenda” that “can be as dangerous 
for India”. He also came to marvel Indira Gandhi 
as a determined and decisive leader. “I was taken 
aback when she abolished privy purses (in 1971), 
which was unimaginable for many of us having 
grown up in a land of princely states,” says Gehlot.

Back from the refugee camp, Gehlot joined 
the Congress and got immediately noticed by 

party leaders in Rajasthan for his commitment 
to Gandhian ideology, which formed the core 
of Congress philosophy then. Seeing promise in 
him, Indira Gandhi and Sanjay Gandhi made 
23-year-old Gehlot president of the Congress’s 
student wing, the National Students’ Union of 
India (NSUI), in Rajasthan. Gehlot got a chance 
to rub shoulders with Indira during NSUI con-
ventions. He was inspired by her ‘Gareebi Hatao’ 
slogan and she told him to channel his political 
work towards the betterment of the poor. 

“Caring for the poor is in the DNA of the Neh-
ru-Gandhi family,” says Gehlot. He recounts a car 
ride with Rajiv Gandhi in Jammu in 1982: “Rajiv 
Gandhi pointed to a man [on the road] pulling a 
loaded carriage with great di�culty and remarked 
that adding a pulley could have made the man’s 
job easier.” In 2011, on Mahatma Gandhi’s birth 
anniversary, the Gehlot government introduced 
500 free medicines for patients in Rajasthan’s 
government hospitals. Even now, during the Covid 
lockdown, his government worked closely with 
social activists and NGOs to ensure that migrants 
and the poor received free meals and ration.

To those who consider Gehlot far more 
capable than the positions and responsibilities 
entrusted to him by the Congress, he says Indira 
Gandhi’s general election defeat in 1977 and 
return to power in 1980 had taught him the im-
portance of being patient in politics and enjoying 
any task the party assigned. Mahatma Gandhi’s 
long struggle for the country’s freedom and Sonia 
Gandhi leading the United Progressive Alliance 
(UPA) to two successive terms at the Centre, 
despite being written o� by rivals as a foreigner 
who would never find acceptance among Indians, 
have strengthened Gehlot’s never-say-die spirit. 
Perhaps reason why he was picked as Rajasthan 
chief minister for the third time in 2018 over a 
younger and charismatic contender. Says the loy-
alist: “To quote from the Bhagvad Gita, my bond 
with the Nehru-Gandhi family is ‘tark se parey 
(beyond argument)’.” ■

� Big league 
Ashok Gehlot 
with then PM 
Indira Gandhi 
at the NSUI 
convention 

in Faridabad, 
Haryana, in 

1974
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“There 
have been 
numerous 

life-changing 
moments. But 
I have taken 

ever y setback 
in my stride. I 
have let things 

happen the 
way they were 

happening” 



I
t was May 17, 1993. I was a 35-year-old army 
major deployed with my unit, the 5/11 Gorkha 
Rifles, in Uri (in Kashmir) and out on a patrol. 
We came under heavy cross-border fire from 
Pakistan. A bullet hit me on my ankle and a 
piece of shrapnel grazed my right hand. I was 
fortunately wearing a canvas anklet, which bore 
the brunt of the bullet, but it penetrated my 
ankle and shattered it. I was taken to the 92 

Base Hospital in Srinagar where doctors did a fine job 
of reconstructing my hand and ankle.  

As a young o�cer in the army, my biggest worry was 
becoming what we call a ‘low medical category’. The 
injury came as a dampener because I was worried about 
missing out on my senior command course in Mhow (in 
Madhya Pradesh) that year. The course was mandatory 
to qualify for the higher command course (essential 
for rising in the army). I remember being told that my 

career in the army was over. 
But over time, I had started walking with a 

crutch. I took a month’s sick leave and reported 
back to the 92 Base Hospital, where I was eventu-
ally declared ‘Shape 1’. But the next problem was 
where I would be posted. I was told I would be 
posted back to my regimental centre in Lucknow. 
The CO (commanding o�cer) of my unit in Uri 
informed that he was okay keeping me in the unit  
if the Military Secretary branch agreed. I, of course, 
could not go back to the post along the LoC (Line  
of Control). My ankle gradually recovered while I 
was in the unit.   

I have never looked back on my past life. And 
there have been numerous life-changing moments. 
And this was one of them. But I have taken every 
setback in my stride. In my life, I have let things 
happen the way they were happening. ■
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� HEAVY METTLE
General Bipin Rawat; 
(below) as an army 
major in Jammu and 

Kashmir in 1993 

“A bullet hit 
my ankle 
and shrapnel 
grazed my 
hand... 

G E N E R A L  B I P I N  R A W A T ,  6 2

The Chief of Defence Sta� did not let 
injuries su�ered in Pakistani firing in 1993 
impede his military career or life

…and I was told my days in 
the army are over” As told to SANDEEP UNNITHAN
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I
t’s hard to imagine the telecom tsar of 
India sitting on the floor of railway 
compartments taking his consign-
ment from one location to another. It 
was the India of the 1970s and ’80s. 
We were a deprived lot—from 
telephone connections to rations—
there were curbs and limits to 
everything, including your ambitions. 

Sunil Bharti Mittal, then just 19, started 
with making cranksets for local bicycle 
manufacturers and used to travel from city 
to city to deliver parts. He then graduated to 
importing portable electric-power gensets 
from Japan. “I was one of the largest 
importers of portable generators from Japan 

in India. But then two business houses here 
got a letter of intent to manufacture them 
locally. My imports were banned overnight 
and a successful business was turned upside 
down. That’s when I thought, let me bring 
something else to India,” says Mittal. 

Mittal travelled to Seoul, Japan and 
Taiwan to explore his options. He was at an 
electronic goods exhibition in Taipei when 
he saw a push button phone. “I realised that 
this could be a phenomenally transform-
ing device (India had rotary dial phones at 
the time),” he recalls. Mittal tied up with 
Taiwanese company Kingtel and started 
assembling the phones in Ludhiana. It was 
Mittal’s introduction to the world of telecom. 

“I was the  
first to make  
push button 

phones in India...
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S U N I L  B H A R T I  M I T T A L ,  6 4

The Bharti Enterprises chairperson was one of the first o� the 
blocks when the telecom revolution hit India. Decades later, 

after the bruising tari� wars, Bharti Airtel is among the three big 
telecom players left standing in India

...in 1982 and that’s when my romance with  
telecom started. We soon started making  

answering machines, faxes and cordless phones.  
It phenomenally altered my personal journey”

By SHWWETA PUNJ

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH
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Sunil Mittal
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 “There is sometimes divine intervention, and 
if you work hard and find yourself in line with an 
opportunity, you will end up picking something,” 
Mitttal says. The first turning point for Mittal was 
introducing Indians to push button phones that 
created quite a storm in the country. “That trans-
formed my journey, remember, this was 1982. We 
started making answering machines, fax ma-
chines, cordless phones…that’s when the romance 
with telecom started.” 

 The second defining mo-
ment came in 1992, when the 
government decided to put 
out mobile tenders and Bharti 
Enterprises managed to get a 
licence—against all odds. The 
Indian government had just 
opened up mobile licences 
for private participation. 
Mittal knew early on that 
the mantra for success was 
to bring in new products—if 
one operated in areas where 
there were too many estab-
lished players, the chances of 
getting killed were higher, he 
says. Around 30 companies 
had placed bids. “From the 
Singhanias to the Tatas to the 
Birlas, everybody was there. 
We were rank outsiders. I 
knew if we got this, it would 
accelerate our journey. And it did,” he says. 

Mittal had completely immersed himself in 
the process, and one thing going for him was that 
he was already an industry insider. When the 
D-day came, brother Rajan Bharti Mittal was 
given the task of submitting the bid. He reached 
Sanchaar Bhavan in New Delhi with two tempo 
loads of papers, files and documents. Rajan 
bumped into the late Zaid Baig from the Tata 
Group while climbing to the 13th floor to submit 
the bid. Baig was carrying the bid in a folder under 
his armpit. “We had done tonnes of preparation, 
it was me and three people in London who put the 
entire bid together, from helicopter photographs 
to every possible detail, we had covered every 
detail in the bid. It was remarkably good,” Sunil 
Mittal says, with a look of deep satisfaction. It 

was no surprise when later it emerged that Bharti 
Enterprises had won all four licences, but the 
minister had put a rider stating that one business 
house can get only one licence. “We were a non-
entity then, I couldn’t have run all four anyway,” 
he says, laughing. 

In 1992, the department of telecom invited 
bids for licences for cellular services across four 
metros—o�ering two licences per metro. A major 

deciding factor in the bid 
was pricing for the con-
sumer. What would be the 
charge to the customer on a 
monthly basis? The range was 
between Rs 1 and Rs 1,000. 
Records show that while the 
big companies placed their 
bids at the top end—close to 
Rs 1,000, the entrepreneurs 
were more cutting-edge in 
their assessment. Big busi-
ness thought of charging a 
higher monthly rental, while 
players like Sivasankaran of 
Aircel, Rajeev Chandra sekhar 
of BPL Mobile and Mittal 
quoted rock bottom bids. 
“The calculation was simple—
if people use your service, you 
will get your money through 
talk time,” explains Mittal. 
The entrepreneurs who won 

the bids were the new players on the block. “I won 
for the same reasons why we lost out on the airport 
bids in Delhi and Mumbai. When you are young 
and small, there is a fire in you to succeed. We had 
prepared so much for the bids in hindsight.” 

 

W
inning the bid shaped Mittal’s journey 
as a telecom tsar of India. The group 
has since then evolved into a conglom-
erate spanning manufacturing, retail, 

agri products, food, financial services, real estate, 
hospitality and, of course, telecommunications. 
Bharti Airtel, the telecom arm, has withstood the 
fiercest competition in recent times from Reliance 
Jio. And after a gap of four years, Airtel pipped 
Jio Infocomm in new mobile subscriber additions 
in September 2020. According to the Telecom 

W hen the gov-
ernment f loated 

mobile tenders in 
1992, Bharti won 
all four licences. 
But the minister 
had put a rider—
only one licence 

per business 
house. “ We were a 
non-entit y then, I 
couldn’t have run 
all four anyway,” 

Mittal says
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Regulatory Authority of India, Airtel subscriber 
additions were more than 3.8 million in Septem-
ber, while Jio’s figures were a little above 1.5 mil-
lion for the month. Evidently, competition doesn’t 
daunt Mittal but, like every journey, he has had 
his share of highs and lows. When asked about 
his failures, he talks about Airtel’s African safari. 

 “We rushed in too fast. We were overconfi-
dent, the whole show was poorly managed and it 
humbled us. We invested a lot of money, put in a 
lot of sites. It’s only later that we understood that 
Africa doesn’t have a strong middle class. There 
are a handful of very rich people and a large num-
ber living on subsistence levels. In India, when you 
reduce tari�s, consumption goes up, but in Africa, 
people would buy essentials like medicines with 
saved money. You have to remember that compa-
nies like Unilever and IBM became MNCs over a 
period of decades while we woke up one morning 
and decided to go from India to 15 countries. It 
was a bridge too far and there was some lack of 
preparation. But we were determined. It took us 
five to six years to steady the ship,” he admits. “But 
what’s an entrepreneur if you don’t make rushed 
decisions,” he says, with an open smile. 

The group was nearly written o� in 2002 by 
the investing community when the share price 
tanked to Rs 19 a share after listing at Rs 45. 

Eighteen years later, in 2020, Bharti Airtel is one 
of the few telecom players still standing tall and 
strong. The tari� wars unleashed by Reliance Jio 
have shaken the foundation of the industry—only 
three of 12 players have managed to survive. Mittal 
isn’t fazed, though. “You have to play the hand that 
is dealt to you. I would have been very bored if I 
had been, say, in the steel industry. In some sense, 
I got what I wanted in terms of competition,” he 
says with a big smile, as he goes on to talk about 
his plans of bringing connectivity through satellite 
phones to the deep deserts and mighty Himalayas. 
That’s Sunil Bharti Mittal, the man with formi-
dable dreams and the determination to make them 
come true. ■

On Airtel’s African safari, 
Mittal says, “ We rushed in 
too fast. We were overcon-
f ident, the whole show was 

poorly managed and it hum-
bled us...it took 5-6 years, 
but we steadied the ship”

� Caller tune

Sunil Mittal with the 
Siemens AG rep-
resentative after 

Bharti Telecom tied 
up with it to manu-
facture electronic 
push button tele-
phones in 1985



Year Planner 2021

Things to do

JANUARY FEBRUARY MARCH APRIL MAY
M 1 1 31

T 2 2
W 3 3

T 4 4 1
F 1 HAPPY NEW YEAR 5 5 2 GOOD FRIDAY

S 2 6 6 3 1 MAHARASHTRA DAY

S 3 7 7 4 EASTER 2
M 4 8 8 5 3
T 5 9 9 6 4 
W 6 10 10 7 5
T 7 11 11 MAHA SHIVRATRI 8 6
F 8 12 12 9 7 
S 9 13 13 10 8
S 10 14 14 11 9
M 11 15 15 12 10
T 12 16 VASANT PANCHAMI 16 13 GUDI PADVA 11
W 13 17 17 14 AMBEDKAR JAYANTI 12 EID - UL - FITR

T 14 PONGAL 18 18 15 13
F 15 19 SHIVAJI JAYANTI 19 16 14
S 16 20 20 17 15
S 17 21    21 18 16
M 18 22 22 19 17
T 19 23 23 20 18
W 20 24 24 21 19
T 21 25 25 22 20
F 22 26 26 23 21
S 23 27 27 24 22
S 24 28 28 25 MAHAVIR JAYANTI 23
M 25 29 HOLI 26 24
T 26 REPUBLIC DAY 30   27 25
W 27 31   28 26
T 28 29 27
F 29 30 28
S 30 29
S 31 30

Sunday ho  
ya Monday...
Roz khao Ande.



JUNE JULY AUGUST SEPTEMBER OCTOBER NOVEMBER DECEMBER
30 JANAMASHTAMI 1 M

1 31 2 T
2 1 3 1 W

3 1 2 4 DIWALI 2 T
4 2 3 1 5 3 F
5 3 4 2 GANDHI JAYANTI 6 4 S
6 4 1 5 3 7 5 S
7 5 2 6 4 8 6 M
8 6 3 7 5 9 7 T
9 7 4 8 6 10 8 W
10 8 5 9 7 11 9 T
11 9 6 10 GANESH CHATURTHI 8 12 10 F
12 10 7 11 9 13 11 S
13 11 8 12 10 14 12 S
14 12 9 13 11 15 13 M
15 13 10 14 12 16 14 T
16 14 11 15 13 17 15 W
17 15 12 16 GANESH CHATURTHI 14 18 16 T
18 16 13 17 15 DUSSEHRA  19 GURU NANAK JAYANTI 17 F
19 17 14 18 16 20 18 S
20 18 15 INDEPENDENCE DAY 19 17 21 19 S
21 19 EID - UL - ADHA 16 PARSI NEW YEAR 20 18 22 20 M
22 20 17 21 19 23 21 T
23 21 18 22 20 24 22 W
24 22 19 MUHARRAM 23 21 25 23 T
25 23 20 24 22 26 24 F
26 24 21 25 23 27 25 CHRISTMAS S
27 25 22 26 24 28 26 S
28 26 23 27 25 29 27 M
29 27 24 28 26 30 28 T
30 28 25 29 27 29 W

29 26 30 28 30 T
30 27 29 31 F
31 28  30 S

29 31 S
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“ We were t wo rustics 
who had just returned 
from the Himalayas...

but the people acc epted 
our knowledge with 

enthusiasm and warmth, 
and they benef itted 
immensely from it ”



he 21st century was here. Swami Ramdev 
and Acharya Balkrishna, two former 
students of a gurukul in Haryana, had 
just returned after spending seven years 
in the Himalayas discovering the secrets 
of yoga and ayurveda. In the year 2000, 
executives of two devotional TV chan-
nels—Aastha and Sanskar TV—got in 
touch with Ramdev and Balkrishna and 
one of them—Sanskar TV—o�ered them 

a 20-minute slot—from 6.40 am to 7 am—to showcase 
their yoga skills to viewers across the country. From 
that moment on, Baba Ramdev never had to look back. 
Soon, he was on the Aastha platform, too, and eventually 
emerged as the highest TRP grosser for both channels 
and India’s most popular yoga icon.

 “We were two unknown rustics with no English lan-
guage skills, no experience of media. We were not even 
used to getting photographed. But the people of India 
accepted us with enthusiasm and warmth because they 

benefitted immensely from our knowledge. The rest is 
history,” says Ramdev, who believes the TV show was the 
first turning point of his life. From a 20-minute slot, the 
channels started beaming his yoga camps live to millions 
of viewers across the globe.

 While yoga gave Ramdev national recognition, the 
duo wanted to go even bigger with their next o�ering—
ayurveda. In 2006, they took loans of around Rs 500 
crore and set up Patanjali Ayurveda with the aim of 
popularising ayurveda by blending it with the latest tech-
nology. In the process, the company began challenging 
existing FMCG majors such as HUL and Dabur, regis-
tering a turnover of over Rs 10,000 crore in a span of less 
than 15 years. For Ramdev and Balkrishna, the courage 
to turn entrepreneurs without even a business plan was 
the second turning point. “We were accidental entrepre-
neurs. People were sceptical when we bought plants and 
machinery worth Rs 25 crore. Unlike big companies, we 
neither had a blueprint nor a goal. We kept doing what 
we wanted to do, and things started falling into place,” 
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“We were accidental 
entrepreneurs...

B A B A  R A M D E V , 5 4

The yoga guru first appeared on TV in 2000 and 
created a massive following on the ‘religious’ 

channels. He and Acharya Balkrishna set  
up Patanjali Ayurved in 2006

...but we kept doing what we wanted to do,  
and things started falling into place”

By KAUSHIK DEKA

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH



says Ramdev, recounting a journey that began in 
1987 when he first met Balkrishna at the gurukul 
in Haryana’s Khanpur.

There was global recognition and business 
success, but Ramdev wanted to channel people’s 
faith in him into a mass movement for a nation-
building exercise. On September 3, 2010, with the 
objective of organising people against corruption 
and black money, Ramdev started the first phase 
of his Bharat Swabhiman Yatra from Dwarka 
in Gujarat. “With yoga and ayurveda, we were 
taking care of the physical and mental health of 
millions of Indians. The swabhiman yatra was an 
attempt to fix the social and political health of the 

country. As the name suggests, it was the first ever 
organised initiative in the post-Independence era 
to awaken the feeling of self-reliance—aatmanirb-
harata—that Prime Minister Narendra Modi has 
been propagating now,” says Ramdev. The yatra 
was perceived to be the beginning of Ramdev’s 
foray into politics. Though he eventually aborted 
the political plan, Ramdev remains an influential 
political voice, strengthened by his millions of fol-
lowers and close links to the BJP.

 The yoga guru is now all set for what he sees 
as the fourth and biggest turning point of his life—
reshaping the education sector in the country and 
freeing it from its western influences. In February 
last year, Ramdev’s Patanjali Yogpeeth got the nod 
from the Union government to run the Bharatiya 
Shiksha Board, the country’s first private school 
board for Vedic education. As the chairperson of 
the board, Ramdev hopes to set up schools to train 
thousands of students in modern scientific educa-
tion blended with ancient Indian wisdom, with a 
spiritual element. 

Plans are also afoot to set up a Patanjali Uni-
versity with all modern dis ciplines—from medicine 
to management, engineering to agriculture. “This 
mission will need Rs 1,000 crore and the rest of my 
life. It will change the consciousness and character 
of the country,” he says. ■

� Breathe in
Ramdev and 
Balkrishna  
during their 

gurukul days

“ With yoga and  
ayurveda, we were taking 

care of the physical and  
mental health of Indians. 

The swabhiman yatra was an 
attempt to f ix the  

social and political health  
of the countr y”
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“I had  
everything  
in LA...

...but I felt if I did not 
come back soon, my 
kids would start calling 
me ‘uncle’. So, I came 
back in 2015”

By SUHANI SINGH
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he details of A.R. Rahman’s life are 
well known. Born Dileep Kumar in 
Chennai, he was nine when he lost 
his father R.K. Shekhar, a musi-
cian, composer and arranger who 
worked predominantly in Malay-
alam cinema. As a result, at an 
early age, Rahman had to juggle 
being a student and a breadwin-
ner. Having inherited his father’s 
passion and talent for music, he 
assisted composers, played the key-

boards, fixed musical equipment and rented out his 
father’s wide collection of instruments for money. At 
16, he chose music over academics and, by his early 
20s, was one of the most sought-after composers for 
commercials.

He was christened Allarakha Rahman after, 
inspired by saint peer Karimullah Shah, his family 
embraced Sufi Islam. 

Although not inclined towards films, the suc-
cess of his debut album, Mani Ratnam’s classic Roja 
(1992), changed the then 25-year-old’s plans. Many 
projects, performances across the world and awards 
(including two Oscars and Grammys) later, Rahman 
continues to hit the high notes. 

After gaining global stardom with Slumdog Mil-
lionaire in 2009, Rahman moved to Los Angeles. 
Life in LA was markedly di�erent from the one he 
was used to in Chennai. There were Academy-hosted 
screenings, meetings with the who’s who (including 
filmmakers such as Steven Spielberg and J.J. Abrams) 

T

A . R .  R A H M A N ,  5 3

After spending five years in LA, the Oscar- 
and Grammy-winning music composer 
returned to India to start YM Studios, a 

film city spread over 99 acres with a state-
of-the-art sound stage. He also began 

producing films under his banner, YM Movies

�  Epic stu�
A.R. Rahman at a  

promotional event for the  
Marvel India Anthem composed 

by him, 2019



of the industry, parties, and occasional 
indulgences like driving a Bentley. “Every 
door was open to you,” he says. 

But, by 2012-13 Rahman began feel-
ing the itch to return to the country that 
brought him his first opportunities and 
catapulted him to fame. The needs of his 
family, too, weighed heavily on his mind. 
“My mom was unwell and the kids were 
growing up fast. I felt like if I don’t come 
back, they are going to start calling me 
‘uncle’,” he adds. So, in 2015, Rahman 
returned to India.

Once back, he wanted to broaden his 
horizons. “I wanted to use my expertise 
to expand the knowledge of the students 
of my conservatory [KM College of Mu-
sic and Technology, Chennai] and tell 
stories never told before,” he says. “My 
thing is, why are we always following 
other people and not creating our own 
ideas and entities which could change 
the world?” 

Rahman started YM Studios, a film 
city spread over 99 acres with a state-
of-the-art sound stage. He also began 

producing films under his banner, YM 
Movies. Rahman’s inspiration was An-
drew Lloyd Webber, the composer with 
whom he collaborated on the West End 
musical Bombay Dreams. “He produces, 
writes and understands narratives. I
realised that a composer doesn’t just have 
to make music.” As a storyteller, Rahman 
doesn’t want to stick to conventional film-
making steeped in “commercialism”. His 
two upcoming productions—99 Songs 
and Le Musk—exemplify this mindset. 
“With 99 Songs, we’re being adventurous. 
It’s a musical which could be adapted by 
the whole world, and introduces some-
one completely new,” says Rahman. The 
film features two newcomers, Ehan Bhat 
and Edilsy Vargas. Rahman’s directo-
rial debut Le Musk uses virtual reality, 
haptic technology, 3D, 360° shooting and 
robotic chess, among other technologies. 
“There is still a notion of India being a 
third world country,” says Rahman. With 
these endeavours, he hopes to continue 
putting India in the international arena as 
he has been doing for over two decades. ■ 

“Art is driven  
by thirst and 

spiritual  
povert y. If you 

are rich  
spiritually, you 
don’t crave for 

more”

� Man of  
the hour  

A.R Rahman 
with his Oscars 
for Best Original 
Song and Best 
Original Score 
for Slumdog 
Millionaire in 

2009
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jay Piramal’s younger days 
were quite challenging 
though he was born into an 
a�uent business family that 
had its roots in Rajasthan. 
At the age of 14-15, dur-
ing school holidays, he was 
making the ‘rounds’ at the 
Morarjee Textiles Mill in 
the then Bombay that was 

run by his father Gopikisan Piramal. This 
gave him a sort of informal management 
education at an early age. In January 1978, 
a year after acquiring an MBA from the 
Jamnalal Bajaj Institute, his father bought 
a precision cutting tool company, Miranda 
Tools, and asked him to run it. “I believe 

that if you have success early, you get a lot of 
confidence,” Piramal, 65, told ����� �����. 
“I was asked to run Miranda Tools. It was a 
successful company before I started manag-
ing it, and it got even better after I took over.” 
Piramal was only 22 then. 

A year later, in 1979, his father passed 
away, putting more responsibility on his and 
his brothers, Dilip and Ashok’s, shoulders. 
Dilip Piramal, the eldest, soon separated 
from the family business to run VIP Indus-
tries. In 1984, Ajay Piramal acquired Gujarat 
Glass, his first independent buy in what 
would be a string of acquisitions over the 
next three decades that would establish him 
as a top industrialist. The company, renamed 
Piramal Glass, had a turnover of just around 
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“Many thought 
I was a kid, what 
would I know… 

A J A Y  P I R A M A L , 6 5

Piramal grew the business into a Rs 1,800 crore a year concern 
later before selling the domestic drug business to Abbott Labs for 

around Rs 18,500 crore in 2010. The funds helped him diversify 
into financial services and real estate 

…when I bought Nicholas Labs 
for Rs 16.5 crore in 1988”

By M.G. ARUN

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH





Rs 5 crore then (when Piramal sold the glass unit for $1 
billion or Rs 7,300 crore earlier his month, it had rev-
enues of Rs 2,500 crore). But then tragedy struck again. 
In August 1984, Ashok Piramal passed away, losing his 
fight against cancer. 

The big turning point for Ajay Piramal’s busi-
nesses came in 1988, when he bid for the multinational 
pharma company, Nicholas Laboratories, an arm of 
the Australian company Astra Nicholas. “Acquiring 
a multinational at that time had its own challenges,” 
says Piramal. “Some of the largest groups in India were 
interested in acquiring Nicholas Labs in India. And 
here I was, a relative unknown. Many even thought, 
“This guy is a kid, what does he know?” Piramal was 32 
then. The other challenge was that the pricing was fixed 
by the government in what Piramal calls a “vague for-
mula” for valuing companies. But Piramal didn’t back 
o�. He convinced the bureaucracy, got the required 
approvals and bought Nicholas Labs for Rs 16.5 crore. 
“I am a straight guy, speaking in a simple language, but 
convincing the bureaucrats in those days was tough,” 
Piramal reminisces. “But if you are sincere, you can take 
on any challenge.” It helped that the owner of Nicholas 
Labs was an Englishman who liked young Piramal’s 
enthusiasm and drive. 

 The textile and engineering businesses went to 
Ashok Piramal’s widow Urvi Piramal and her children 
in a family split in 2005. Ajay Piramal grew the pharma 
business, by then named Nicholas Piramal, into a 
formidable one, and in 2010, sold the domestic formu-
lations part to US firm Abbott Laboratories for $3.72 
billion (around Rs 18,500 crore then), one of the biggest 
deals in the pharma space. 

The Piramal Group is now a conglomerate with 
interests in pharma, financial services and real estate, 
with o� ces in 30 countries. Piramal Enterprises 
posted revenues of Rs 12,410 crore in 2019-20. Pira-
mal also held an 11 per cent stake in Vodafone India, 
which he sold for Rs 8,900 crore in April 2014. Pira-
mal, whose wife Dr Swati Piramal is vice-chairperson 
at Piramal Enterprises, is also aggressively driving 
the group’s financial portfolio which has investments, 
loans and assets worth Rs 66,500 crore under man-
agement now. Son Anand Piramal (who is married 
to Mukesh Ambani’s daughter Isha), founded Pira-
mal Realty and runs the real estate business, while 
daughter Nandini is an executive director at Piramal 
Enterprises. 

How tough was it to let go of a big chunk of the 
pharma business? “You should be detached in life. Your 
job is as a trustee, to do what is best for your benefi-
ciaries—your shareholders, employees, customers and 
society,” says Piramal, whose net worth is a reported $3 
billion (Rs 21,900 crore), according to Forbes. His guid-
ing light is the Bhagvad Gita. “Only the Gita talks about 
the concept of trusteeship. It talks about equanimity, 
about how you are a mere instrument, how your wealth 
is somebody else’s given to you by the Lord for some-
body else’s benefit.” ■

You should be 
detached in life. 

Your job is as 
a trustee, to do 
what is best for 
your benef icia-

ries—your share-
holders, employ-

ees, customers 
and societ y”

� The yarn 
that binds

Ajay Piramal at 
the Morarjee 
Textiles Mill  
in the then 
Bombay in  

the mid-1980s
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s I reflect upon my personal and professional evolution, the distinctions be-
tween the girl I was growing up and the person I am today, the journey from 
then to now has been one of immense growth and learning. 

I was acutely under-confident and socially awkward. I still am. I vividly 
remember the stares I would get as a little girl walking into school (St Sophia’s 
High School, Bengaluru) every morning. Was it because I was tall? Was it the 
way I looked? Or was it because I wasn’t the brightest student in the class-
room? I didn’t know.

Growing up, I wasn’t exactly academically inclined. My interests lay in 
activities outside of the traditional classroom. By my teen years, I was also 

a professional badminton player. Fortunately for me, my parents never pressured me to 
achieve certain academic benchmarks. My sister Anisha and I have always been encouraged 
to follow our hearts. So when I decided to move to Mumbai to pursue a career in modelling 
and acting, my parents showed faith in me and supported my decision wholeheartedly. This 
was significant because nobody in our entire familial or social periphery had any experience 
whatsoever in show business.

It may sound overly romantic, like something out of a novel, but I actually did arrive in 
Mumbai with just one suitcase and dreams in my eyes. 
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“Mine was a 
debut one could 
only dream of...

D E E P I K A  P A D U K O N E , 3 4

The actor faced harsh criticism for her performance in Om Shanti Om 
(2007) and even for her accent, but it only drove her to find success

…I was extremely raw, but  
Shah Rukh Khan and Farah Khan  
held my hand and guided me  
throughout the entire process”

Photograph by HOUSE OF PIXELS;  
Hair GABRIEL GEORGIOU; Make up ANIL CHINNAPPA; Styling - SHALEENA NATHANI





After hustling and grinding 
through the modelling world for some 
years, I finally got my big break in mov-
ies. I landed Om Shanti Om at the age 
of 19 and was immediately thrown into 
the deep end. My very first movie was 
a big-ticket, marquee project with the 
biggest names in the business. A debut 
one could only dream of! There was 
excitement and pressure at the same 
time and all of it was hugely daunting. 
I was extremely raw and unaware, but 
Shah Rukh Khan and Farah Khan held 
my hand and guided me throughout 
the entire process. 

In 2007, when the film finally 
released, there was love and apprecia-
tion in abundance, but there was also 
a section of people who scathingly 
criticised my work—“Oh she is a model, 
she cannot act.” My accent was made 
fun of. A lot was said and written about 
me and my craft, and, the truth is, all of 
it was extremely hurtful. When you are 
all of 21, these kind of brickbats most 
certainly a�ect you. But fortunately for 
me, my foundation provided me succour 
me in the face of  criticism and failure.

Criticism fuels me. It fuels me to 

work harder, to improve my skills 
and evolve the various aspects of my 
craft. More importantly, it fuels my 
personal evolution. Failure, too, has 
taught me a lot. I have often been put 
down, even written o�. But I have 
never been bitter about these experi-
ences. In fact, I am grateful.

 How and why, one might ask? 
My upbringing and sporting back-
ground. 

 My parents have led by example. 
They laid out principles for us to live 
by—dignity, humility, honesty and 
authenticity. They taught us to live 
within our means, encouraged us to 
focus not only on our professional 
achievements, but on being remem-
bered as good human beings. My 
years as an athlete taught me how 
to handle success and failure. They 
taught me dedication, discipline and 
determination. And it is these very 
beacons of life and learnings that 
have helped me navigate my personal 
and professional path through storms 
of adversity, with humility in my be-
ing and gratitude in my heart. ■

—as told to Suhani Singh

“Criticism fuels 
me. It fuels me to 

work harder, to 
improve my skills 

and evolve the  
various aspects 

of my craf t. More 
importantly, it 

fuels my personal 
evolution”

��Sporting spirit
Deepika Padukone 
receiving the team 
kit for representing 

Karnataka state at the 
Badminton South Zone 

Championship
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“While my 
family would 

scold Buddha...

S H I V R A J  S I N G H  C H O U H A N ,  6 1

The four-time Madhya Pradesh chief minister learnt early 
how the other half of India lives—an understanding that 

nurtured his concern for their welfare and rights

…the village boy who worked for us, for reporting  
late some winter days, they would urge me to be  
snug under my quilt. I could not help compare  

our starkly di�erent worlds”

By RAHUL NORONHA

REUBEN SINGH
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t all dates back to about 50 years ago when 
Shivraj Singh Chouhan lived in his 
ancestral village of Jait on the banks of the 
Narmada river in Madhya Pradesh’s 
Sehore district. “Those days, agricultural 
wages were paid in kind, and a full day’s 
work got a labourer two and a half ‘pai’ of 
grain. The ‘pai’ was a standard measure-
ment utensil used for the purpose,” says 

Chouhan. Farm labour included both adolescents 
and children. 

Chouhan, then in grade 7 in school, remem-
bers a village boy, Buddha, who would come to his 
home to take care of livestock. Every morning, he 
would take the cattle out for grazing and return 
only in the evening. For this work, Buddha would 
be paid in kind. Neither were his work hours 
defined nor wages.

Winter that year was particularly severe, 
says Chouhan, and had taken a toll on people—
chapped skin and chilblains on soles were com-
mon. One morning, Chouhan recalls his grand-
mother telling him not to get out of the quilt as it 
was biting cold. 

“Buddha arrived late for work and got a scold-
ing from my family. I could not help compare our 

two starkly di�erent worlds. On the one hand, I 
was being encouraged by my grandmother to re-
main snuggled inside my quilt and on the other, 
Buddha, who was perhaps younger than me, 
was being taken to task for reporting late,” says 
the Madhya Pradesh chief minister, who can 
still visualise the boy’s face, his cracked cheeks 
and the cuts on his feet.  

“That day, Buddha became my inspiration 
to work for the betterment of the downtrodden,” 
says Chouhan, who amassed support in his 
village and organised a dharna to have agricul-
tural workers’ hours and wages fixed.

Around the same time, Chouhan was deeply 
influenced by Deendayal Upadhyaya, whose 
philosophy had society’s most deprived sections 
as the focal point of all interventions and ac-
tions. Chouhan married the ideals of Upadhyaya 
with the problems he had seen the people of his 
village face. After the agitation for fixing the 
wages of farm labour, he felt that public life was 
the only way for him to implement Upadhyaya’s 
philosophy. Chouhan joined the Akhil Bharatiya 
Vidyarthi Parishad (ABVP) when he moved to 
Bhopal as a student, taking the first step towards 
entering public life. � 

� Taking 
centrestage
Shivraj Singh 

Chouhan, as the 
MP unit chief of 

Bharatiya Janata 
Yuva Morcha 

(BJYM), during 
an agitation in 
Raisen district  

in 1987

“Neither were  
Buddha’s 
work hours 
f ixed nor his 
wages. He 
became my 
inspiration to 
work for the 
betterment 
of the 
downtrodden”
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“I was high risk, young, no 
money, but I got a backer...

...who came in with an investment, and it helped 
Biocon become a technology leader in enzymes”

K I R A N  M A Z U M D A R - S H A W ,  6 7
The trained master brewer was rejected by the brewery majors, so she started 

her own company. She later leveraged her technology used in enzymes to 
catapult her company, Biocon, to become a leader in biopharmaceuticals

BY SHWWETA PUNJ

 Right 
strain
Kiran 

Mazumdar-
Shaw, CMD of

Biocon
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I
t takes de�ance, grit, self-belief and a vision to 
build something that can transform lives. 
Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw, 67, chairperson and 
managing director of Biocon Ltd is a heady 
mix of that and more. How o�en does one get 
to hear of stories of women in 1970s India 
building businesses. Shaw-Mazumdar’s story is 
that of an outlier, a disruptor who did it all 
despite many rejections. In fact, that is what 
propelled her towards building India’s �rst 

biotechnology �rm. As she looks back, a key turning 
point in her life was going to Australia to pursue brewing 
science, which her father, the late Rasendra Mazumdar, 
was convinced was a career worth pursuing. “I learnt so 
much about fermentation science and bio-engineering 
that even today my entire business and manufacturing 
capabilities are about those two �elds,” she says. 

She describes herself as an accidental entrepreneur—
a�er being rejected by every master brewer job she 
applied for, she decided to start out on her own. All of 25, 
a woman, with just Rs 10,000 as seed money, no business 
background, and building a business in an area that few 
people even understood, she was working against a lot 
many odds. “I was high risk. I was young, no money, no 
experience, no venture fund. Most entrepreneurs were 
middle aged men who had retired. It was not the time for 
start-ups,” she recounts. 

 But  Mazumdar-Shaw admits she was de�ant, for she 
wanted to prove it to the world that a woman could indeed 
do everything. Her second big in�ection point came when 
as an innovator and a disrupter, Shaw invested in building 
a home-grown technology—a solid substrate fermenta-
tion technology from pilot to plant level—that found no 
backers, at least for some time. �at was when Shaw found 
a supporter in Narayanan Vaghul, the former chairman of 
ICICI Bank. “Vaghul had started a venture fund and told 
me that my company was exactly the kind of business he 
was looking to invest in. �at investment became a de�n-
ing moment for me. Instead of a loan, I got an investment 

to scale up my technology,” says 
Mazumdar-Shaw. �e invest-
ment catapulted Biocon into 
becoming a technology leader in 
enzymes; later, when she divested 
the enzymes business, the intel-
lectual property she had created 
helped her earn a substantial 
pro�t. Her next in�ection point 

was in 2000 when she leveraged the technology she had 
built for enzymes and used it in biopharmaceuticals. 
Biocon became the �rst company worldwide to develop 
rh-insulin on a Pichia expression system and got an 
endorsement from the USFDA (United States Food and 
Drug Administration) agency. Pichia pastoris is a spe-
cies of methylotrophic yeast widely used in biochemical 
research and biotech industries.

Mazumdar-Shaw continues to push herself to go 
beyond her comfort zone. “I have been able to spot ideas 
and translate those ideas and take them to the market. 
And that de�nes me as an entrepreneur. I am a risk taker 
and I wanted to create my own space,” says India’s �rst 
self-made woman entrepreneur. Biocon India began with 
three employees in a rented shed in Koramangala, Ben-
galuru, in 1978 as a sister concern of Biocon Biochemi-
cals in Ireland. Its �rst export was in 1979—the company 
exported papain, an enzyme derived from the papaya to 
the US and Europe. In 1981, Shaw started construction 
of the Biocon campus on Hosur Road. In 1989, Unilever 
acquired Biocon’s Irish parent and Shaw had to wait till 
1998 before buying out Unilever’s stake in her company. 
Mazumdar-Shaw’s ability to take risks has stumped 
investors at times, but she says: “My philosophy is to do 
unusual and unconventional work…and if you think I 
have a good strategy, then invest in me.” 

 Among her many accolades, in 2020, Mazumdar-
Shaw was named in the Forbes list of 100 most powerful 
women in the world, a recognition for the path she’s 
cleared for women around the world. �   

“My philosophy 
is to do 

unconventional 
work...and it has 
def ined me as an 
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“The Kerala 
tourism secretary 
job was seen as a 
‘lousy posting’...

A M I T A B H  K A N T , 6 4

From the tourism secretary of Kerala to 
creating the Incredible India campaign to 
becoming CEO of the NITI Aayog, Kant has 
displayed an astonishing ability to turn crisis 
into opportunity, which has catapulted him 
up the ranks in the Indian bureaucracy

n a career spanning over four decades, 
Amitabh Kant, currently chief executive 
o�cer of NITI Aayog, has reimagined him-
self into many roles—from the man who 
put Kerala on the world map as a tourist 
destination, to the one who designed and 
executed the memorable ‘Incredible India’ 
campaign and the celebrated ‘Make in 
India’ mission. Now, at the helm of India’s 
policy think-tank, Kant is undoubtedly one 

of India’s most distinguished bureaucrats. But, as 
he reflects on his life journey, he tells ����� ����� 
about the time he was in his mid-30s and months 
had passed without a posting. “I thought that was 
the end of my career, that I would never be able to 
recover,” he remembers. 

After a hiatus of about seven months, Kant 
was finally posted as a tourism secretary in 
Kerala—a job that many in the bureaucratic com-
munity considered a ‘lousy posting’. Kerala was 
known for its trade unions and a strong commu-

I

...but I took it as an 
opportunity to showcase 
‘God’s own country’”

By SHWWETA PUNJ
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nist regime. Kant took it upon himself to 
promote the state as a tourist destination, 
highlighting the beauty of its backwaters, 
its houseboats, cuisine, arts and culture. 
The turning point, as he recalls, came 
when then-prime minister Atal Bihari Va-
jpayee visited Kerala on a holiday, and the 
PM’s principal secretary called on Kant to 
organise the trip.

On the trip, Kant showcased the best 
of Kerala to the prime minister—and the 
rest, as they say, is history. When Kant later 
applied to the government of India for a 
new posting, he was initially to be assigned 
to the finance ministry; but then, an order 
came from the Prime Minister’s O�ce and 
he was given charge as tourism secretary. 

However, within weeks of his taking 
charge, 9/11 took place in the US while 
Indian Parliament was attacked three 
months later. Tourism, as an industry, went 
through one of its worst phases, with do not 
travel advisories being issued and hotels 
running at about 10 per cent occupancy. It 
was in these times that Kant and his team 
conceptualised and executed the ‘Incredible 
India’ campaign, inviting the world to see 
India as the campaign displayed the best of 
India to the world. Kant’s stints in Kerala 
and at the Centre cemented his position 
as a formidable marketing maverick. He 
converted a punishment posting into an 
opportunity that catapulted him up the 
ranks in the Indian bureaucracy.

“One should not be demotivated by a 
crisis,” he says. “Take it head-on and use 
it as an opportunity to disrupt the status 
quo.” During his low phase, he says he 
took refuge in reading, writing, walking 
and playing lots of sports. Greatly influ-
enced by his mother’s love for learning 
and his principal at Modern School in 
New Delhi, Kant says his optimism for life 
stems from his love for reading and writ-
ing. Kant’s love for reinvention continues 
as he steers India into its next phase of 
growth. He also has fond memories of his 
time in Kerala—he says he continues to 
be inspired by the fishermen of Calicut, 
who taught him the art of taking risks and 
everyday challenges head-on. �

“One should not 
be demotivated 
by a crisis—one 
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head-on  
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opportunit y to  
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� A day at  
the beach

Kant checks out 
a traditional  
fisherman’s  
kettuvallam  
(canoe) in  

Kerala, 1985



ince school, Ayushmann Khurrana’s heart lay in creative 
subjects—music and theatre—and not in numbers. His 
parents encouraged his penchant for the performing 
arts on the condition that he didn’t let his grades su�er. 
But Khurrana also learnt that his interests made him an
“aberration” in the eyes of a few. He vividly remembers the 
day in eighth standard when, as the co-curricular captain 
of St John’s High School in Chandigarh, he requested 
his math teacher to excuse three students from class to 

practise for the annual day function, only to be mocked: “Ayushmann, 
tum sirf naach gaa hi sakte ho, zindagi mein kuch kar nahin sakte 
(Ayushmann, you are incapable of doing anything in life except sing 
and dance).” The statement stung. “I remember crying, but the incident 
also made me thick-skinned.”

Despite his passion for the arts, Khurrana opted for science in 
class 11 with the aim to study medicine like his friends. He managed 
to get a seat to study dentistry at a college in Karnataka, but, he says, 
“there was a sudden awakening. I had to follow my gut, take up arts 
and do theatre.” At DAV College, he pursued English Honours and co-
founded two theatre groups, Aaghaaz (Urdu for “the beginning) and 
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“I got a seat
in dentistry 
college...

A Y U S H M A N N  K H U R R A N A , 3 6

With three Rs 100 crore hits, one National 
Award and acclaimed films like Badhaai 
Ho, Andhadhun and Article 15, the actor’s 
life decision has been vindicated

... but there was a sudden 
awakening. I had to follow 
my gut, take up arts and 
do theatre”

By SUHANI SINGH
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Manch Tantra. As part of the former, Khurrana 
would write and act in street plays and travel 
with the troupe. “We made skits and satire of 
socially relevant subjects,” he says. “It helped me 
to know my country better. The films I do today 
are essentially an extension of my sensibilities 
from my theatre days.”

In the final year of his post-graduation in 
journalism from the School of Communication 
Studies, Panjab University, Chandigarh, Khur-
rana got his first shot at stardom after winning  
season two of the popular MTV show Roadies 
(2004). Four years later, he moved to Mumbai to 
realise his dream of becoming an actor. It wasn’t 
smooth sailing. “I was part of this daily soap, Ek 
Thi Rajkumari (Zee Next), and I was not even 
the lead,” he says. “I used to wonder how I would 
make a career if I wasn’t even visible?” Khurrana 
chose to switch to anchoring, landing a job at 
MTV. “You become known by your own name 
and not as a character,” he says. The stint also 

gave him the opportunity to interview actors 
and learn from their experiences. “I learned 
that if you are an outsider, you have to make the 
correct choice with your first film. You cannot 
fail because there won’t be a second chance,” 
he adds. Khurrana rejected five films before he 
settled on Vicky Donor (2012). He would end up 
sweeping the best newcomer awards that year.  

The successful debut, though, didn’t imme-
diately guarantee professional security. After a 
few flops, a filmmaker even told Khurrana that 
“you don’t sell”, humiliating him in a roomful of 
people. Familiar with handling jibes, Khurrana 
embarked in a new direction. He decided to 
build his “own niche” than be bound to genres. 
And he did. Now, with acclaimed films like 
Dum Laga Ke Haisha, Badhaai Ho, Andhad-
hun and Article 15 to his credit, three Rs 100 
crore hits and a National Award, Khurrana has 
proven that being the naach-gaana kid wasn’t a 
bad thing altogether. ■

“If you are an outsider in the f ilm industr y, 
you have to make the correct choice with your 

f irst f ilm. You cannot fail because there  
won’t be a second chance”

� In character
Ayushmann 

Khurrana (arms 
extended) and his 

friends in cos-
tume for a theatre 

performance 
at their college, 

DAV College, 
Chandigarh







O
n a chilly winter evening in 2012, Ritesh 
Agarwal sat at the local market in the 
middle-class neighbourhood of Delhi’s 
Masjid Moth—pockets empty and 
weighing his options. The 19-year-old 
from Rayagada in Odisha had set foot in 
the national capital for his college 
education, but things had gone awry. “I 
was left with Rs 30 in my bank account 

and had almost made up my mind to go to a public phone 
booth, call up my parents and seek help,” says Agarwal. 

Those were eventful times for entrepreneurship in 
India, with graduates from premier institutes, such as the 
IITs and IIMs, quitting their jobs to launch startups that 
promised unique business solutions. Agarwal’s start-up 
plunge—budget accommodation platform Oravel Stays—
sank without a ripple. And much to his parents’ annoy-
ance, the venture had kept him from studies. 
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“I was left 
with just 
Rs 30 on 
me...

R I T E S H  A G A R W A L ,  2 7

The founder-CEO of OYO Rooms,  
evaluated at $10 billion, has created a 
network spanning 80 countries, 43,000 
hotels and 150,000 vacation homes

…but I also knew that 
seeking my parents’ help 
would mean the end of my 
entrepreneurial dream”

By ANILESH S. MAHAJAN
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Agarwal knew making that call 
home could mean being asked to return 
and the end of his entrepreneurial 
dreams. A dream that he had lived since 
he was 13, gathering funds by even sell-
ing mobile SIM cards. Agarwal eventu-
ally called up his parents, but didn’t let 
them get a whi� of his financial crisis. 
He decided to give himself another 
chance. “My parents are still unaware 
of my financial situation [in 2012]. In 
hindsight, I find some of my decisions 
very crazy,” he says. “I have been lucky 
that most of my moves led me to the 
right places and the right people.”

‘Right people’ like technology en-
trepreneur and venture capitalist Peter 
Thiel. “A few weeks after that phone 
call, I got an email confirming my 
Thiel fellowship,” says Agarwal. “One 
of its conditions was that I discontinue 
college—a blessing in disguise for me!” 
The fellowship o�ers aspiring entrepre-
neurs $100,000 (Rs 74 lakh) over two 
years to ‘build new things’. 

Learning from his Oravel misadven-
ture, Agarwal launched his hospitality 

business app OYO Rooms in May 2013. 
The network claims presence in 80 cities 
across 80 countries, with over a million 
rooms in 43,000 hotels and 150,000 
vacation homes. It was last evaluated at 
$10 billion (Rs 74,000 crore). 

Agarwal, with his experience of 
small towns, realised that travellers 
often had to compromise on location, 
quality and pricing of hotels. Using tech-
nology, he ensured that OYO Rooms 
catered to these needs. Unlike Airbnb, 
OYO is not only a platform to list hotels 
and homes but has been helping small 
and independent hotels-owners improve 
business by o�ering customer support, 
help in OTA (online travel agent) and 
revenue management, and by ensuring 
that rooms sell at the best rates while 
attracting high occupancy.

Agarwal’s success with OYO Rooms 
has won him numerous awards and rec-
ognitions, including the Business World 
Young Entrepreneur Award. In 2016, 
he was featured in the Forbes annual 
‘30 Under 30’ list of global achievers. In 
2020, Agarwal was declared the world’s 
second-youngest self-made billionaire in 
the Hurun Global Rich List, with wealth 
estimated at $1.1 billion (Rs 8,140 crore).

But it took time for his parents to be 
convinced that he had indeed arrived. 
“For long, my mother did not believe in 
OYO Room’s success until she heard 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi talk 
about it in one of his radio broadcasts. 
All along, she had held the view that I 
should complete my education and look 
for a good job,” says Agarwal. ■

� Tech ready
Ritesh Agarwal  

at a startup  
event in 

Coimbatore  
in 2011

“For long, my 
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my education 
and look for a 
good job”



S
adhguru Jaggi Vasudev is an anomaly. When 
one hears “spiritual leader”, a leather-clad biker 
is not really what comes to mind. And yet, that 
is exactly what the 63-year-old made news for 
in October—a 10,000-mile motorcycle journey 
across North America. 

A spiritual leader, yoga guru and founder 
of Isha Foundation, a non-profit spiritual 
organisation, Vasudev has also been making 

headlines for his conservation e�orts. In January, he was 
invited to speak at the World Economic Forum in Davos, 
Switzerland, as part of its ‘Champions for One Trillion Trees’ 
platform. Closer home, his project Cauvery Calling has been 
encouraging farmers to plant 2,420 million trees in the 
Cauvery basin in Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. 

Vasudev’s story reads like something straight 
out of mythology. Growing up in Mysuru, 
Vasudev was unlike other children. At 12, when 
boys his age were out playing, he was learning 
yoga under Malladihalli Raghavendra. He went 
on to study English literature, but eventually 
abandoned his academic ambitions to set up 
his own poultry farm and, later, a construction 
company. Life was going fine for the 25-year-old, until one 
afternoon in 1982 when everything changed.

It was on September 23 when, while sitting on a rock 
in Mysuru’s Chamundi Hills, Vasudev had his very first 
spiritual experience. “Suddenly, I did not know what was me 
and what was not me. I was spread all over the place. Every 

cell in my body was bursting with a new, indescrib-
able level of ecstasy,” says Vasudev. Up until this 
moment, Vasudev did not consider himself to be 
“spiritual”, describing his young self as a “sceptic’s 
sceptic”. However, by the time he left the spot four 
and a half hours later, he had achieved something 
akin to enlightenment.

Convinced that this could happen to anyone, Vasudev 
wanted to share his experience with people. He decided on 
yoga as his medium. His first session, held in Mysuru in 
1982, was attended by just seven people and that too after 
a fair amount of coaxing. “Some came out of curiosity and 
some, politeness,” he says. But what was to be a four-day 

� On the road
Sadhguru  

Jaggi Vasudev 
on a motorcycle 
in Kalhatti, Ooty, 

in 1985

 “Suddenly, I did not 
know what was me and 

what was not me…
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…Every cell in my body was bursting with a new, indescribable 
level of ecstasy. It was my first spiritual experience”

S A D H G U R U  J A G G I  V A S U D E V , 6 3

The spiritual leader’s first transcendent experience in 1982 made him believe it 
could happen to anyone. It eventually led him to start the Isha Foundation, an 

NGO dedicated to achieving physical, mental and spiritual wellbeing

By SHELLY ANAND
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programme with daily sessions of two hours, 
stretched on for five days with six-hour sessions 
every day. And that was that. There was no 
looking back. Vasudev packed up his businesses, 
and dhyanalinga, a profound meditative space, 
became his only focus. 

For a little over a year, he withdrew from 
all activity. “There were many processes which 
were still establishing themselves within me. 
Any activity felt like a disturbance, so I just sat, 
for days,” he says. Since then, the Sadhguru has 
collected thousands of followers worldwide and 
caught the eye of several celebrities, including 
Hollywood actor Will Smith. More recently 
though, he was in the news for his controversial 
remarks on feminism. Statements made by him 
in an article, titled “How to Empower Women”, 
published on his website, were called out as 
regressive and misogynistic. �

Only seven 
people  

attended his 
f irst session 
in Mysuru. 

But what 
were to be 
2-hr daily 

sessions 
for 4 days 

stretched to 
6-hr sessions 

over 5 days
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� Tech-led
Paytm founder 
Vijay Shekhar 
Sharma at the 

India Today 
Conclave in 
Mumbai in 

March 2017



Y
our lips move, but I can’t hear what 
you’re saying...” When the legendary 
rock band Pink Floyd released 
‘Comfortably Numb’, they probably 
didn’t imagine their lyrics would 
resonate even with 15-year-olds from 
small-town India. One of those 
15-year-olds was Vijay Shekhar 
Sharma, now one of India’s youngest 

billionaires, who transformed the country’s 
relationship with cash. Sharma cites these lyrics to 
describe his years as a college student in Delhi, 
sitting in the front row of class and staring blankly 
at his teacher, who was teaching in a language that 
was new for the Hindi medium-educated Sharma.

He says that coming from a Hindi-medium 
school—he grew up in Harduaganj, a small town 
near Aligarh, with his father a school teacher and 

his mother a housewife—he struggled with the lan-
guage barrier at his engineering classes at the Delhi 
College of Engineering (DCE, now Delhi Techno-
logical University). This problem manifested even 
outside of classes. Delhi can be an intimidating city, 
even for seasoned newcomers—imagine the chal-
lenge for those who move here from India’s small 
cities and towns with English as a second or third 
language. He says that the di�culties he faced—the 
anxiety, the feeling of being an outcast, the lack of 
friends and worries about getting a job—led to an 
intense desire to build something that would both 
give him a purpose and create jobs for others.

“I was the second engineer to graduate from 
my school,” says Sharma. “The first was in 1964. I 

“In college, I didn’t 
understand what the 
teacher was saying...

V I J A Y  S H E K H A R  S H A R M A , 4 2

The founder and CEO of Paytm says the language barrier in his English-medium 
college—his schooling was in Hindi—drove him to spend increasing amounts of 

time in the computer lab, and that he grew inspired by the digital revolution taking 
place in Silicon Valley. Though uncomfortable, the isolation paid o�—today, the 

company he built is valued at $16 billion (about Rs 1.2 lakh crore)

...I never felt one with my peers, I couldn’t speak 
or understand English. I was a failure in my class 

but a hero in the computer lab”

By SHWWETA PUNJ
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see myself as an underdog—I was not supposed to be here. In 
school, I read a lot of books in the library; I read a lot about 
the glory of India but also realised that the glory was in the 
past.” He says, with all humility, that this led him to wonder 
what he could do to “bring the glory back”. For a technol-
ogy entrepreneur, Sharma comes across as someone who is 
deeply philosophical about his life and work. “I believe that 
whatever comes my way, whatever I do, is part of god’s plan. 
If there is a challenge [before me], I am meant to solve it. 
Whatever comes my way is a tool or a resource for me to fulfil 
my purpose.” However, he still has his feet firmly planted on 
the ground; when asked if he always believed he would be the 
celebrated entrepreneur he is today, he says, “It is surreal to 
believe that I am here.”

The turning point for him, he says, was the life of an 
outsider he lived in Delhi. The language barrier was such 
a challenge that despite being the only student from his 
school to qualify in the competitive exam that brought him 
to DCE, he soon retreated from being a front-bencher to 
someone who spent most of his time in the library or the 
computer lab. “I didn’t understand what the teacher was 
[saying],” he says. “I never felt one with my peers. I couldn’t 
speak or understand their language. I was a failure in my 
class but a hero in the lab.” He says this led to fears about 
the future—“I started to [worry about] whether I would 
get a job. I [went from being] a school topper to failing in 
subjects, because I couldn’t understand the language.”

As Sharma’s worries continued, he also found himself 
inspired by stories of Silicon Valley—of entrepreneurs who 
had made it big without a college degree. This led to ideas 
of starting a business of his own. While in college, he “de-
cided to build a ‘hostel alley’, inspired by Silicon Valley”—
Sharma and a friend of his started a company out of their 
hostel, named XS Corps. Their business card carried the 
address of their hostel and a phone number for the DCE’s 
computer centre. 

Though Sharma went on to bag the best-paying job on 
campus, he says by then he had realised it would only be a 
stepping stone to his larger goal. “I took the job with the 
clarity that I had to learn how to run a company,” he says, 
“like understanding what departments exist, etc. I did 
three stints in di�erent companies, learning di�erent as-

pects of running a business.” His 
time at ����� �����, he says, taught 
him the skill of converging multiple 
business verticals into a single unit.

In 2001, he took a Rs 8 lakh 
loan and started One97, the parent 
company of Paytm. In 2010, sensing 
a shift toward digital systems in con-
sumer billing and payment process-

es, he launched Paytm—‘pay through mobile’. It started o� 
with a prepaid mobile and DTH (direct-to-home) recharge
platform and added mobile and landline payments in 2013. 
In 2014, the company launched its Paytm digital wallet. 
In 2016, demonetisation helped his business grow tremen-
dously, and in 2017, Paytm became India’s first payment 
app to cross over 100 million app downloads.

In the decade since he founded it, Paytm has grown to 
a valuation of $16 billion (Rs 1.2 lakh crore). The Noida-
headquartered digital payments firm ranked 13th in the 
Hurun Global Unicorn List 2020 and, according to data 
from the National Payments Corporation of India, consis-
tently outperforms major banks on technological metrics 
like its transaction decline rate. However, despite these suc-
cesses, Sharma remains driven to keep doing things bigger 
and better to put India on the world map. �

� Hostel alley
Sharma in  
1997, at his  

hostel during 
his Delhi College 
of Engineering 

days

“I believe that whatever comes my way, what-
ever I do, is part of god’s plan. If there is a 

challenge before me, I am meant to solve it ”
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“My eyes
were wet as I 
saw my coach 
clapping...
...and in that very moment,  
I realised I had found my goal”



D I P A  K A R M A K A R , 2 7

She started her gymnastics journey at the age of six. 
In 2016, Karmakar became the first Indian gymnast 
in 52 years to compete in the Olympics  

B
orn with flat feet—something that is considered a 
postural deformity for gymnasts—Karmakar’s story is 
one of struggle, grit and the determination to overcome 
all imperfections. Today, she is famous for her training 
regimen—hours of gruelling hard work and practice in 
ill-equipped gyms in her hometown, Tripura. Her 
8-10-hour practice sessions are the stu� of legend, 
especially for being done without even the equipment 
that others in her field consider essential, like soft-land-

ing mats. In this, the ‘Small Wonder’—the title of her biography—has 
displayed a remarkable ability to transform adversity into spring-

By ROMITA DATTA

� Poised
Karmakar at the 

Indira Gandhi 
Indoor Stadium 

in 2016

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH



boards of success. In interviews, her coach and her 
parents have often highlighted her tenacity in 
perfecting her skills and routines: “She would bang 
her head against the wall and hurt herself [while 
training], but she wouldn’t stop until she could satisfy 
her coach, but most importantly, herself,” says 
Karmakar’s father Dulal, who introduced her to 
gymnastics at the age of six.

It was much later, though, that gymnastics be-
came her passion in life. “In 2007, I won three gold 
and two silver medals at the junior national events. 
The entire auditorium was applauding my feat. My 
eyes were wet as I saw my coach clapping for me. In 
that very moment, I realised I had found my goal,” 
says Karmakar.

Starting from being a vault specialist, Karmakar 
has earned fame for her skill at performing one of the 
most di�cult and risky vaults of all: the Produnova, 
dubbed the ‘death vault’. This maneouvre—involving 
a handspring followed by two and a half midair som-
ersaults—is famous for being enormously di�cult. 
Karmakar is one of only five women in the world to 
have successfully executed this vault on the competi-
tive stage. It led to her winning a bronze medal at the 
2014 Commonwealth Games in Glasgow, and two 
years later, to her representing Indian gymnasts at 
the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio De Janeiro. That 
ended a 52-year-long wait for an Indian gymnast 
to compete in the Olympics, and made her the first 
female Indian gymnast ever to do so. At the main 

event, despite competing against the likes of US 
superstar Simone Biles, Karmakar missed out on a 
medal by only 0.15 points, finishing fourth. With this 
performance, she scripted a historical first for India, 
inspiring many young girls to take up the sport. 

Karmakar has battled a knee injury since 2017, 
but even this has failed to dampen her indomitable 
spirit and will power. In 2018, she became the first 
Indian gymnast to win a gold at a global event—the 
FIG Artistic Gymnastics World Challenge Cup at 
Mersin, Turkey. Her records tally is impressive, as 
is the list of awards—in 2015, she won the Arjuna 
Award, and the following year, the Padma Shri and 
the Rajiv Gandhi Khel Ratna Award. 

For the past six months, the Covid-19 pandemic 
and her recovery from her knee injury have kept her 
o� the practice mat, but now, she is back at the gym, 
training to succeed at her next target—winning 
medals at the 2022 Commonwealth Games and the 
2022 Asian Games. �

“I want to inspire the next 
generation so that India 

can send a full team of 
gymnasts to the Olympics, 

not just one athlete”

� The early 
bird

An eight-
year-old Dipa 

Karmakar 
practicing at 
Vivekananda 

Byamagar  
gymnasium 
in Agartala, 

Tripura
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hen Byju Raveendran speaks, 
you listen. After all, he is a 
40-year-old who founded a 
company that has achieved 
phenomenal growth and 
is now India’s most valued 
edutech venture. In June 
2020, BYJU’S attained the 
coveted status of a decacorn 
when its valuation crossed $10 

billion (Rs 74,000 crore). Given that it had become 
a unicorn just two years ago, when it was valued 
at $1 billion, BYJU’S is undoubtedly one of India’s 
fastest-growing startups. It roped in Shah Rukh 
Khan as its brand ambassador and displaced Oppo 
as the Indian cricket team’s key sponsor—attaining 
a high-profile presence in the market. 

Today, the BYJU’S learning app has over 75 
million registered users and 5.2 million paid 
subscriptions. With schools shutting down during 
the pandemic, the app o�ered content free for 
students, which brought in 30 million new users. It 
also helped teachers by employing 10,000 of them 

to conduct its English learning module. With the 
online space booming, BYJU’S is clearly on the 
right side of history and poised to grab an even big-
ger slice of India’s $180 billion (Rs 13.3 lakh crore) 
education sector. 

Yet, Byju discounts his fairy-tale success, say-
ing, “I strongly believe that in business as in poli-
tics, there is nothing called winning. It is all about 
staying in the game. The day I call it a success, I will 
call it a day. Because it means I can’t do anything 
better and bigger—I hope that day is a long way o�.” 
He appears exceptionally bright and speaks with 
a rare intensity and passion about his work. The 
words tumble out in a hurry as he struggles to keep 
pace with his impatient and agile mind. Surpris-
ingly, Byju did not learn English in the school he 
went to in Azhikode, a coastal village in Kerala, but 
says he picked it up as a byproduct of his passion for 
cricket, by listening to test match commentary. 

Byju considers this process as key to learning 
through “contextual settings” or by finding out why 
learning a particular subject is relevant to your 
life. As he puts, “It is important to find an intersec-

W
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“Seeing people get  
almost paranoid about  

taking my classes… 
…I thought perhaps I was doing something 

special. It was a moment of self-realisation” 
B Y J U  R A V E E N D R A N ,  4 0

His learning app BYJU’S—one of India’s fastest growing  
startups—achieved decacorn status in June 2020 with a  

valuation of over $10 billion, boasts of 75 million registered  
users and has 5.2 million paid subscriptions

By RAJ CHENGAPPA
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Byju confesses he did not know what he wanted 
to be while growing up. There were times he wanted 
to be a cricketer, a footballer and even a table-tennis 
player—he was good at games and spent as much 
time outside the classroom as he did in it. Sports, 
he believes, helps develop team spirit and leader-
ship, apart from imbibing a certain culture of doing 
things. “What defines me is the logic I learnt from 
mathematics and the positive attitude I developed 
through the games I played,” he says. Byju employs 
these qualities while running his company, with many 
of his colleagues, especially the co-founders, being ex-
students—including wife Divya Gokulnath. 

He has no logical reason for why he became an 
engineering graduate except to say that if one is a 
South Indian and good in mathematics, then “it is 
usually the default option”. He took up a job as a ship-
ping engineer, which engaged him for eight months 
in a year and gave him vacation for the remaining 
time. In 2008, during one such vacation, some friends 
requested him to tutor them for the Common Admis-
sion Test (CAT) for entry into management institutes. 
He did it for free and was so good at it that by word 
of mouth the numbers grew rapidly to 200. So they 
shifted the classes to a college auditorium and levied a 
charge on the participants for hiring the hall. Within 
a week, the auditorium, which had a capacity of 1,200, 
was full and he had to conduct more batches every day. 

That for Byju was a life-changing moment. 

“Seeing people get almost paranoid about taking my 
classes, I thought perhaps I was doing something 
special. It was a moment of self-realisation,” he says. 
He called up his father and told him he was taking 
a break from work for six months to pursue teach-
ing and would return to his job if it didn’t work out. 
Soon, the demand for Byju’s classes grew and he was 
teaching to packed auditoriums across Bengaluru, 
Chennai, Mumbai and Pune, later adding five more 
cities. He got so popular that in Delhi and Bengaluru 
he had to hire a sports auditorium that could accom-
modate 25,000 students at a time. 

That brought Byju to his next big turning point 
when he became a full-fledged entrepreneur. He 
launched ‘Think and Learn’ in 2011 and started using 
technology to reach out to many more students over 
VSAT. He also started creating content formats for 
schools and simultaneously worked on the BYJU’S 
app, which was launched in 2015. He made sure it 
would not be a copycat model imported from other 
countries but a pioneer in learning apps that o�ered 
personalised tutoring. “In an educational marketplace 
obsessed with spoon-feeding, high marks, grades and 
marks, we came up with the idea of love for learning 
that was student-centric and self-learning driven,” he 
says. The move from the big to the small screen and 
o�ine tutorials to online apps proved to be hugely 
popular—Byju and his app have not looked back since. 

The company has expanded its learning products 
to cover the entire school period, from age four to 
17. That saw big tie-ups with international compa-
nies, both for funds and collaborations, including a 
learning product for kids with Disney. Overnight, 
BYJU’S became hot property for top foreign and do-
mestic investors, such as BlackRock, Owl Ventures, 
Chan-Zuckerberg Initiative, Sequoia Capital and 
Tencent, who at last count had invested $2.1 billion 
(Rs 15,540 crore). The firm has also been making ac-
quisitions of companies that complement its mission, 
including WhiteHat Jr, Osmo and Edurite. 

Byju regards the pandemic as a key inflection 
point in education with technology now at the core of 
the classroom of tomorrow. It would result in a judi-
cious blend of o�ine and online o�erings that would 
position edutech companies like BYJU’S at the centre 
of a new learning revolution. What is Byju’s own big 
learning as an entrepreneur? “I am 100 per cent sure 
there is no short-cut to success. Also, speed, e�ciency, 
balance, discipline and focus are key qualities,” he 
says. Byju has all of these and in plenty.  ■

“In business as in politics, 
there’s nothing called  

winning. It is all about  
staying in the game. The 
day I call it a success, I 

will call it a day. Because it 
means I can’t do anything 

better and bigger”
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Dr. Manimekalai Mohan, the Founder & Managing Trustee 
of SSVM Institutions, is a leader with a vision to provide 
accessible quality education for all. Over the years, the 

SSVM group of schools that includes the Shree Sarasswathi 
Vidhyaah Mandheer (CBSE & Matriculation), SSVM World 
School and SSVM School of Excellence have become 
synonymous for world-class educational infrastructure and 
holistic excellence. Reeds World School functions under the 
aegis of SSVM Institutions.  SSVM PREPVERSITY, an innovative 
wing widens the professional placements and provides career 
guidance for learners. SSVM INSTITUTIONS has ‘Athma Seva’, a 
Charitable Unit for the Di�erently-abled Children. The Open 
Schooling (NIOS) facility has also been extended at SSVM.
The Child’s Future Begins Here: SSVM caters a happy 
and purposeful introduction to learning for students with 
values for life. Just as each child has di�erent interests, so 
as an individual’s learning style. The students make progress 
in diverse areas at their own pace and space. The School 
understands every learner’s needs and works closely with 

parents as learning partners and enhances professional 
development programmes and workshops for teachers to 
support the student’s unique learning journey. 
Discover the Joy of Experiential Learning: Brilliant 
educational programmes are complemented by futuristic 
resources and facilities. SSVM has gained an implausible 
stature in the International and National sports tournaments 
like Swimming, Archery, Horse Riding, Ri�e-Shooting, 
Athletics, Yoga, Band etc., strengthening the schools’ 
commitment, enhancing global educational opportunities 
in the topmost Indian and International universities. The 
most dedicated teachers are the pillars of strength, and these 
tenets continue vital to SSVM’s inspiration and philosophy. 
The schools’ key goal has been to make SSVM a happy 
Institute accelerating multi-dimensional ways exploring 
limitless possibilities since inception. Besides, learners 
experience expeditions within the country and beyond 
like STEM, International MUN-Conferences, International 
Summer-School Programmes, University visits, Uniform-

Services, Republic-Day Camps-New Delhi, National & 
International Educational trips helping them identify their 
potential and pursue their passion. 
Fostering Quality Education for 21st-Century 
Learners: SSVM is premeditated to ful�l the needs of 
the 21st Century learners to encourage research-based, 
experiential and blended learning to develop their curiosity 
and look to nurture con�dent young learners who take pride 
in their achievements. SSVM develops such thoughtful, 
con�dent young learners and teachers. The education model 
allows students to maintain required breadth as well as 
depth, based on the CBSE Curriculum with a focus towards 
implementing the National Education Policy 2020.
An Unparalleled Uni�cation of Exploration and 
Excellence: The reputation earned over two decades as 
one of the top Institutions exemplify the success of SSVM’s 
Educational Model as a school of International paradigm 
with Indian values; Picturesque Campus, Most-Modern 
Infrastructure, World-Class Laboratories and Libraries; 

SSVM INSTITUTIONS-COIMBATORE
“SSVM believes that the quality and nature of a learner’s experiences in life set the foundation and brain development for 
the learning and demeanour that follows.”



Unparalleled residential environment maintaining positive 
School climate, sizable Students-Teacher Ratio, ICT 
integration, CCTV Surveillance and Security guards round the 
clock. 
Digital Knowledge programmes such as First in Math, Online 
classes, assessments and feedback for students; Trinity 
Speech & Drama & Communication Skills, Cambridge English 
Assessment Programs; Smart classrooms, Labs on Linguistics, 
Computers, Robotics, 3D Printing-Design & Technology 
and many more unparalleled opportunities help learners 
stimulate and formulate themselves for the unpredictable 
future. 
Empowering Future Leaders: The rapid spread of COVID-19 
has demonstrated the signi�cance of strengthening resilience 
to face any threat. Technology has led to numerous bene�cial 
changes in the learning curve of students and teachers. This 
pandemic has come in disguise to continually remind the 
learners how skills such as creative problem solving, informed 
decision making and perhaps above all, adaptability becomes 
essential in the most unpredictable world. 
E-learning is the latest buzzword. During these trying times, 
SSVM has embedded virtual classes and has made the 
learners, teachers and parent community connect through 
online classrooms. The amalgamation of Virtual Reality, 
digitalisation, Arti�cial Intelligence, Augmented Reality, 
Robotics, and so forth has transformed the teaching-learning 
pattern. 
SSVM has solicitously envisioned providing students with 
a lively learning atmosphere with strong values and Indian 
ethos. Students get to devour on every single opportunity 
to progress in their various endeavours and become the 
right citizen cum leader of our Nation. The di�erent arrays of 
academic and extra-curricular facilities ensure that learners 

surpass in all pursuits of life. SSVM believes that education 
must help children to excel holistically in Academics, Sports, 
Arts, and Co-Curricular pursuits, while ensuring their safety 
and well- being.
As a pro�cient educator, Dr Manimekalai Mohan understood 
that the future of education lies in teaching the learners’ core 
skills such as problem-solving, decision making, analytical 
skills and creating space for innovation. The SSVM schools 
have a host of interdisciplinary programs that provide 
learners with leadership opportunities to boost self-esteem 
in a nurturing and positive environment. The students have 
proven their merit everywhere they go and continue bringing 
laurels to their alma mater.
Good teachers are instrumental in shaping the future 
generation, and SSVM ensures that all teachers are provided 
with the best resources, skills and environment to perform 
to the best of their capacity and help maintain a caring, 
supportive and positive milieu for the learners and parents. 
The teachers are also encouraged to consistently upgrade 
themselves to prepare learners for the 21st-century world.
This 2020, SSVM celebrates 22 years of excellence in 

education and Dr. Manimekalai Mohan’s dream of taking 
quality education to the rural regions and suburbs of 
Coimbatore. SSVM will have its Campus equipped for 
Cambridge Assessment International Education - Cambridge 
Primary for the academic year 2021 - 22 and classes drive up 
to A level.  
SSVM records its promise to high standards of excellence 
and is dedicated to imparting the very best education to 
aspiring learners and shares a vision to ‘Cultivate learners as 
Innovators.’ 

SSVM GROUP OF INSTITUTIONS    
Mettupalayam & Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu.  
SSVM World School - 93444 51888  
SSVM School, Mtp - 93644 54884
SSVM School of Excellence - 93645 11111
Reeds World school - 93445 05000
www.ssvminstitutions.ac.in

FOCUS
EDUCATION

GET, SET, GO & LEAD THE WORLD!
�� EXCELLENCE IN BLENDED LEARNING
�� WORLD-CLASS CAMPUSES 
�� MULTI-SPORTS CULTURE
�� INTENSE STEAM EDUCATION 
�� DESIGNING THOUGHT LEADERS
�� LIBRARY & READING CULTURE
�� EXTRAORDINARY LEADERSHIP CHARACTER
�� STUDENT-LED COMMUNITY SERVICE
�� 21st CENTURY EDUCATION PRACTICES
�� PROFESSIONAL CAREER COUNSELLING SERVICES

Dr. Manimekalai Mohan
Founder & Managing Trustee, SSVM Institutions



T
he first woman chairperson of the 
State Bank of India (SBI), Arund-
hati Bhattacharya holds the 
dis tinction of steering the bank 
through one of its worst phases. 
The mounting bad loans, plunging 
profits and defrauding by tycoons 
threatened to cause an unprec-
edented public trust deficit.   

At a time when bankers invited 
scepticism, Bhattacharya inspired confidence. 
Her banking career plunge, however, had much 
to do with circumstances. “My father retired 
from Steel Authority of India without pension, so 
I wanted to be self-reliant quickly,” says Bhat-
tacharya, who cracked an all-India SBI proba-
tionary o�cer entrance exam in 1976. 

Bhattacharya began her stint at SBI in 1977 
and gradually climbed the ladder, but found 
herself at the crossroads in 2006. A mother by 
now and posted to Lucknow to take charge of the 

eastern Uttar Pradesh region, she consid-
ered quitting and moving to a bigger city 
to give her daughter better schooling. “My 
mentor advised me not to give up before I 
had exhausted all possibilities. Giving up is 
easier—one shouldn’t take the easy option 
out,” she says in hindsight.

Another challenging situation Bhat-
tacharya recalls is her 2005 appointment as 
chief general manager for new projects—a 
posting ostensibly aimed to set her up for 
failure. “Nobody thought I could pull o� the 
project, but it turned out to be a reward-
ing one and brought me great learning and 
satisfaction. There are always ways to turn 
setbacks around,” she believes.

Since her growing up years in Bhilai, 
Bhattacharya’s mother and aunt have been 
her biggest inspirations. After a death in the 
neighbourhood due to lack of medical care, 
her mother spent nights studying to become 

A R U N D H A T I  B H A T T A C H A R Y A ,  6 4

Rising from the rank of probationary o�cer to become the 
first woman chairperson of the State Bank of India, she 
helmed the PSU bank through some of its worst crises

By SHWWETA PUNJ
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“I almost quit SBI 
to move to a bigger 
city for my child...
…but my mentor convinced me to stay 
put in Lucknow and persevere”
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“I learnt from my 
mother that when faced 

with a situation, one 
should act. There’s no 
point in sitting back”

a homeopath to be able to help the community. “She 
even ran a clinic until three months before her death 
(in 2009). I learnt from her that when faced with a 
situation, act! There is no point in sitting back.” 

After spending over four decades in a PSU bank, 
Bhattacharya joined software firm Salesforce in early 
2020 as chairperson and CEO and is learning the ropes 
working with a young team in a startup-driven culture. 
“The IT sector is very di�erent. I have had to unlearn 
and learn much. I ask lots of questions at the risk of 
sounding stupid at times,” she says. Bhattacharya has 
left the PSU banker in her firmly behind and is embrac-
ing the IT world with new energy. She has even picked 
up the requisite vocabulary. “GFG.” Asked what that 
means, she says with a grin: “Go for growth.” ■

RACHIT GOSWAMI

� Inspiring 
trust

Arundhati 
Bhattacharya 
during her SBI 

days in Mumbai   
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I
t’s hard to imagine urban India without its metro trains— the 
giant aluminium snakes sliding above and below the grounds 
of bustling metropolises, carrying in its bellies India’s tee ming 
millions. Delhi has the largest network—389 kilometres and 
285 stations. Mumbai, which will build 235 km by 2025, is 
close on its heels. Ten other Indian cities have metros, 15 more 
have it in various stages of completion. And it’s clear why. An 
Indian city feels it has arrived only when it has a metro rail, 
the fastest, most economical and non-polluting mass rapid 

transport solution. Most of the credit for this urban engineering marvel 
being replicated across India goes to one engineer—E. Sreedharan, 
popularly known as ‘Metro Man’. 

Sreedharan’s first brush with fame was repairing the Pamban 
bridge in 1963, parts of which had been washed away in a cyclone. 
The railways estimated it would take six months to repair the sole link 
between mainland India and Rameshwaram. Sreedharan did it in just 
46 days. A legend was born. But significant as it was, even this wasn’t a 

“I had to think out-of-the-box...
…to succeed in building the Konkan Railway project in record 
time. That got me the Delhi Metro”
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He pushed for a special purpose 
vehicle to build the di�cult Konkan 
project and applied the same 
principle to achieve results  
with the Delhi Metro 

By SANDEEP UNNITHAN
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turning point in his life. “I had a very ordinary, unevent-
ful career in the Indian Railways from December 1954 to 
June 1990. No doubt, restoration of the Pamban bridge 
gave me an excellent opportunity to demonstrate my 
technical and organisational competence. But it wasn’t a 
turning point in my career.” 

What was it then? Sreedharan says it was a stirring 
article in Reader’s Digest, which highlighted the need 
for “out-of-the-box” thinking when faced with a major 
challenge. He was then Member (Engineering) on the 
Railway Board in 1990. It so happened that the senior 
railway engineer in what seemed like the last phase of 
his career was facing what appeared to be an insur-
mountable challenge. Railways minister George Fer-
nandes had mentioned his dream project—a Mumbai to 
Mangalore railway line that would complete India’s last 
great missing rail link. 

The trouble was it would 
have to pass through some of the 
toughest terrain in India, the rug-
ged Western Ghats, reason why 
the Indian railways had never 
even surveyed the route for such a 
line. It was deemed an impossible 
project. The 738 km-long railway 
line would need 93 tunnels which 
would have to bore through not 
only the hard volcanic rock of the 
Ghats but also soft clay and even 

“A conventional appro ach 
to taking up the Konkan 

Railway project would have 
meant at least a 30-year 

wait for completion”

� On track
Sreedharan on 
an inspection 
of one of the 
DMRC lines in 

Delhi; inspecting 
a track switch 

during the 
Konkan Railway 

construction
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sand. It would need 157 major bridges and 6,000 
minor ones. Project costs were estimated at what 
was then a staggering Rs 3,000 crore. 

“The annual budget outlay for new railway 
lines at the time was hardly Rs 600 crore and 
about 20 rail lines were already in progress. With 
trickling funds, a conventional approach for the 
Konkan project would have taken at least 30 
years for completion,” says Sreedharan.

This is where Sreedharan went for an out-of-
the-box approach. He suggested the creation of a 
special purpose vehicle (SPV) with the Railways 
and the four beneficiary states—Maharashtra, 
Goa, Karnataka and Kerala—as equity holders. 
These states would contribute a third of the project 
costs. The balance funding required would be 
raised from the market, following a build, operate 
and transfer (BOT) principle. Using this novel con-
cept, the project could be completed in seven years, 
Sreedharan estimated. Fernandes immediately ac-
cepted the idea. When Sreedharan retired on June 
1990, the minister entrusted him with the project. 
Sreedharan would be chairman & managing 
director of the Konkan Railway Corporation. The 
project was a resounding success and, as Sreed-
haran predicted, was completed in seven years. 

The reputation he garnered from the Konkan 
Railway brought Sreedharan to the Delhi Metro. 
In 1995, the government of India and govern-
ment of Delhi set up an SPV, the Delhi Metro 
Rail Corporation (DMRC). The Konkan Railway 
veteran was appointed CMD and given sweep-
ing autonom ous powers to execute the project, 
from hiring personnel to deciding on engineering 
tenders. The flawless execution of the Delhi Metro 
triggered India’s metro revolution. ■ 







y father is my hero. Nearly infallible, 
he was always even-keeled even after 
life had thrown its fair share of chal-
lenges at him. He came from a single 
parent household, who, by sheer dint 
of will for a better life, overcame 
great adversity and daunting odds. 
He got himself an education, an hon-
est job, and a family, creating the life 
he had dreamed of.

However, this changed drastically the day my father 
was laid o� from his job at the wool-combing mill. 
Overnight, I witnessed him transition from a working-
class father to a man stripped of his pride—his ability to 
provide for his family. I was just 15 at the time and, like 
many others at that age, lulled into youthful listless-
ness, directionless and in need of motivation. Having a 
front row seat to my father’s trials and tribulations, be-
ing thrown into a sea of economic uncertainty, upended 

my entire worldview. Up until then, his success had 
insulated my sister and me from strife and insecurity; 
it o�ered us the privilege of complacency. And then, for 
the first time, we were experiencing true hardship. 

The following years, though di�cult, served as my 
greatest teacher. I learned from them the value of work, 
the connectedness of financial and emotional security, 
and the importance of perseverance. With a single-
mindedness that until then I didn’t know I possessed, 
I vowed to build a career that would shield us all from 
similar struggles in the future. That was my inflection 
point. It instilled in me an unending desire to create 
economic engines that provide for people. 

My brand bears witness to that philosophy; beyond 
the decadence and showmanship that fashion entails, 
our ethos has always been about creating and sustain-
ing jobs. Providing for people—like my father—is my 
proudest achievement. ■

—as told to Chumki Bharadwaj

M
“Beyond the decadence and 

showmanship that fashion entails, 
my brand’s ethos has always been 

about creating and sustaining jobs. 
Providing for people is my proudest 

achievement ”
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“My life changed 
drastically the day my 

father was laid o�...

S A B Y A S A C H I  M U K H E R J E E , 4 8

Having witnessed his father’s tribulations first-hand, the young Sabyasachi 
vowed to build a career that would shield them from similar struggles in the 
future. Today, he is the favoured bridal couturier for most Bollywood celebs

...I was just 15 at the time. Overnight, I saw him 
transition from a working-class father to a man 
stripped of the pride of providing for his family”
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� Weaving perfection
Sabyasachi Mukherjee in his 

Mumbai showroom, 2015; 
and a young Sabyasachi

shopping at Janpath, Delhi

Photograph by MANDAR DEODHAR



T
owards the end of 1999, after 10 years of 
working in the United States, Dr Gagandeep 
Kang made a decision that she says was a 
defining moment in her career as a clinical 
scientist. “I made the choice to return to India,” 
she says. “I realised that, as a clinical scientist in 
the US, I was one of many. But back in India, 
there were only a dozen or so in the field at the 
time. And [by returning to India] I would be 

part of something unique.” 
India wasn’t new to Kang. She had grown up in Shimla, 

and was inspired to study medicine by the anecdotes her 
uncle, a doctor, would tell her. “I did my MBBS, MD and PhD 
all from CMC (Christian Medical College), Vellore. I enjoyed 
public and community health and, from an early point, I 

D R  G A G A N D E E P  K A N G , 5 8

Currently professor of microbiology 
at the Wellcome Trust Research 
Laboratory at CMC Vellore, her 
research has led to the development 
of an indigenous rotavirus vaccine, 
a key part of the e�ort to eliminate 
rotavirus deaths in India by 2022

� Medical 
might

Dr Kang at the 
Translational 

Health Science 
and Technology 

Institute in 
Faridabad on 

August 6 
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“I decided to 
return to India...
…from the US to be able to contribute 
something unique as a clinical scientist”

By SONALI ACHARJEE

PALLAVA BAGLA/ GETTY IMAGES
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you make up your mind what you want to do and 
secure the funding needed, the institution only 
encourages you. There are no fixed expectations or 
limits as to what you can work on,” she adds. 

One of the results of her work was the indig-
enous oral ROTAVAC vaccine, a collaborative 
e�ort by various organisations. The vaccine is now 
being used in lower- and middle-income settings. 
In India, the hope is to eliminate rotavirus deaths 
entirely by 2022. The country introduced RO-
TAVAC in 2016 in four states as part of the Uni-
versal Immunisation Programme, and expanded 
to five more states in 2017. The rotavirus vaccine is 
currently available in all states and Union territo-
ries, and the hope is that rotavirus deaths will be 
entirely eliminated by 2022. 

In 2019, after decades of research into the 
transmission, development and prevention of 
enteric infections and their sequelae in Indian 
children, Dr Kang became the first Indian woman 
to be elected as a fellow at London’s Royal Society. 
“Take on challenges and don’t give up on them,” she 
advises. “Even if this means collaborating with oth-
ers or taking your time to properly understand the 
problem in front of you. You can fulfil your potential 
if you push yourself now and then.” Her life so far is 
an excellent example of how it can be done. �

“Take on challenges and don’t give up, even if  
this means taking time to properly understand 
the problem in front of you. You can fulf il your 

potential if you push yourself ”

wanted to get more involved with research. I felt 
that preventing illnesses depends on [a better 
understanding of] viruses,” adds Dr Kang. During 
her PhD, she began working on research involving 
the rotavirus. Around 333,000 children in India 
die each year, according to WHO estimates, as a
result of the diarrhoea caused by the highly conta-
gious rotavirus. “I wanted to [better] understand 
the virus and its impact on Indian children,” she 
says. In 1998, she left India for the UK, and after 
obtaining membership to the Royal College of Pa-
thologists, she began to study the characterisation 
of rotaviruses. The year after that, she moved to 
Texas in the US for further research at the famed 
Baylor College of Medicine. 

For Dr Kang, life changed significantly after she 
returned to India. “It was lonely at first—there was 
no peer group. Back in the US, to be in a scientific 
environment surrounded by outstanding people 
was intoxicating. In India, I had to start from 
scratch and build everything from the ground up. 
First one has to plan, then wait, then look for fund-
ing and assemble a group, then do paperwork and 
so on,” she explains. On the positive side, however, 
she says she was lucky to be at an institution that 
gave her the freedom to work on what she wanted 
to. “CMC Vellore is a unique place in India. Once 

� Research- 
led

Dr Kang at a 
laboratory in 
CMC, Vellore,  

in 2007
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“When I did 100 heart operations 
without a single fatality...

D E V I  S H E T T Y ,  6 7

The heart surgeon’s avowed calling is to provide India’s 
millions with a�ordable world-class health services. The 

Narayana Health chain of multi-speciality hospitals he 
founded, present in 18 cities, promises just that

...in 1989 in Kolkata, I knew it was possible to start a 
revolution in cardiac surgery in the country”

By RAJ CHENGAPPA

� Theatre  
of life

Dr Devi Shetty
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W
hen Devi Shetty was just 14 years 
old, something remarkable 
happened in the world of medicine. 
Christiaan Barnard, a South 
African cardiac surgeon, per-
formed the world’s first human-to-
human heart transplant operation, 
and the patient lived for 18 days. 
Shetty, who was studying in a 

school in Mangalore, Karnataka, was so awed by the 
development that he decided he would become a heart 
surgeon. That ambition was reinforced by the respect 
he saw in people’s eyes for doctors in his town. “They 
looked at doctors as if they were gods,” he recalls.

His mind made up, Shetty did his MBBS and a 
post-graduate degree in surgery from the Kasturba 
Medical College in Mangalore. But with no train-
ing facilities and infrastructure for heart surgery 
in India, he went to England to do his FRCS and 
trained as a cardiac surgeon in two hospitals there. 
He worked extraordinarily hard and soon endeared 
himself to the faculty for his dedication and skills. 
They wanted him to stay on. But his wife Shakuntala 
was, as he puts it, “counting the days before she could 
come back to India”. He too was keen to get back.

When they returned, Shetty found it di�cult 
to get a job, as heart surgery was still in its infancy 
in the country. Finally, the B.M. Birla Foundation, 
which had just set up a hospital in Calcutta, o�ered 
him a job as a cardiac surgeon in 1989. He took it up 
with alacrity and soon made a name for himself by 
performing the first neonatal heart surgery in the 
country on a nine-day-old baby. Compared to the 
facilities he had in England, Shetty found conduct-
ing surgeries in India then “tremendously stress-
ful” because of the woeful lack of hospital support 
structure for complex surgeries. He recalls that most 
people would go to the extent of writing their wills 
before undergoing a heart surgery then. For him, the 
turning point of his life was in 1989, when, he says, 

“I completed 100 heart operations without a single 
fatality. It was the happiest day of my life and I knew 
that it was possible to start a revolution in cardiac 
surgery in the country”.

 It was around that time that he was called in to 
treat Mother Teresa and was deeply influenced by her 
presence. Shetty got to know how famous she was 
when he was inundated with calls from all over the 
world, including the White House, enquiring about 
her condition. People were ready to airlift her to the 
US for treatment. But Mother Teresa ignored the 
worldwide attention she was getting and insisted on 
being treated by him. He found her to be an extremely 
simple person and confessed, “As a doctor, for me to 
accept someone else of flesh and blood to be like god is 
very di�cult. But I found divinity in her presence.”

When she was being treated by him, she made it 
a point to accompany him on his rounds. On one oc-
casion, she saw him examining a baby who was born 
with a hole in the heart, on whom Shetty had suc-
cessfully operated. Mother Teresa told him, “When 
children su�er from heart problems at birth, god 
thought, okay, there is a problem and someone has 
to fix it. He thought he would send people like you to 
do so.” Shetty’s eyes turn moist when he recounts the 
incident and he says, “It was the best job description 
of a heart surgeon I had heard. I was really touched. 
When somebody like her says there is a higher pur-
pose, your whole approach to work changes.”

Shetty found his true calling when he decided 
that he would provide world-class health services at 
a cost the poor could a�ord. He made it a point to 
never turn down a surgery because a person couldn’t 
a�ord to pay for it. Unless they volunteered, he also 
never charged parents who brought their babies to 
be treated for complications of the heart. He was 
touched that when he decided to leave Kolkata to 
set up a hospital in 1996, the chief minister of West 
Bengal called him and o�ered a large plot of land to 
build a hospital at a tenth of the market rate. It made 

“Today, I am in a position to tell  
any patient coming for treatment  

to pay me whatever they can  
af ford...and if they can’t, we will  

do the operation for free”
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him believe the scriptures which said 
that cosmic forces come together to con-
spire and make good things happen.

When he shifted to Bengaluru, 
Shetty made his dream of  provid-
ing a�ordable quality medicare to the 
millions a reality. In 2001, he set up a 
280-bed heart hospital called Narayana 
Hrudalaya that provided some of the 
lowest-cost heart surgeries available in 
the country by bringing about econo-
mies of scale. He simultaneously started 
a unique micro health insurance scheme 
for the farmers of Karnataka, where 
they contributed Rs 5 every month 
which entitled them to get any surgery 
done free at designated hospitals in 
the state. The Karnataka government
backed the scheme, known as Yeshas-
vini, by agreeing to reinsure it.  Over 
4 million people have enrolled in the 
scheme, which has recently been merged 
with the central government’s Ayush-
man Bharat health insurance plan.

Meanwhile, Shetty has expanded Na-
rayana Health, as it is now known, to a 
chain of multi-speciality hospitals across 
18 cities in the country and one in the 
Cayman Islands. It now has 21 hospitals 
and six exclusive heart centres. “Today,” 
he says with pride, I am in a position to 
tell any patient coming for treatment to 
pay me whatever he can a�ord...and if 

he can’t, we will do the operation free.” 
Yet, Shetty despairs at the lack of health 
facilities in India. He says India needs to 
do 2 million heart surgeries a year but all 
the heart hospitals put together have a 
capacity to do only 150,000 operations. 
The conditions for other type of surger-
ies are even more dire. Going forward, 
he says that more than funds to set up 
facilities, what remains key is training an 
adequate number of people for health-
care. There is a huge shortage of doctors, 
specialists, nursing and para-medical 
sta�. Among the measures he advo-
cates is that rather than spending time 
and money on building large medical 
colleges, existing hospitals should o�er 
apprenticeship courses where on-the-job 
training is given and backstopped by on-
line education courses. He believes India 
has great potential to be the healthcare 
provider to the world if it goes about do-
ing its job seriously.

So what are his tips for staying 
healthy? For him, the most important is 
to be spiritual—to believe that there is a 
divine force protecting us. The second is 
to love your body and take care of it by 
not indulging in excesses. And the third 
is to be happy and surround yourself 
with loved ones. Good advice from a 
doctor who has saved thousands from 
disease and death. ■ 

“Mother  
Ter esa told 

me that when 
children are 

born with heart 
problems, god 

sends people like 
you to f ix them.

I thought that 
was the best job 
description of a 
heart surgeon, 

and it gave me a 
higher purpose”

� Doing  
god’s work
Dr Devi Shetty 
(first from left) 

with Mother 
Teresa, who 

was his patient 
in Kolkata
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“I wanted to commit suicide...

B E Z W A D A  W I L S O N , 5 4

The co-founder and national convenor of the Safai Karamchari 
Andolan made the liberation of sanitation workers his life’s 

mission, earning the Magsaysay award in 2016

� Battle for 
Dignity

Wilson with 
a sanitation 

worker in Delhi, 
the very people 
he has vowed 

to liberate from 
the scourge

BANDEEP SINGH

By SONALI ACHARJEE

...when I first found out my parents were manual 
scavengers and not workers in the Kolar gold fields”
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hame and perhaps fear were 
what prompted members of 
Bezwada Wilson’s family—then 
residents of the KGF (Kolar Gold 
Fields) area in Karnataka—and 
his community to hide their real 
profession. Even as they engaged 
in manual scavenging, or the 
act of manually cleaning dry 

latrines, they kept the young Bezwada insu-
lated and protected from that truth. When he 
did find out what his family actually did for a 
living, the teenage Bezwada contemplated sui-
cide. Fortunately, the moment passed, and its 
place was taken by a more raw emotion: anger. 

He was 10 when someone first called 
him a bhangi (the north Indian term for 
manual scavengers). He didn’t know what 
the term meant at the time. When he did 
realise it was a slur, his reaction, Wilson 
recalls, “was not shame. It was horror, and 
anger. I was intentionally being humiliated 
over something I had no control over. Had 
I been called illiterate, I could have studied 
and changed that fact. But how does one 
change the circumstance of one’s birth? 
Instead of feeling ashamed about the fact, I 
blamed others for feeling good about putting 
down others for their caste.” 

And thus began Wilson’s long journey 
to eradicate the scourge of manual scaveng-
ing and liberate his caste brethren from the 
indignity of the profession. 

He started the conversation in high school 
itself, organising protests, writing letters to 
authorities, the KGF management and news-
papers to create awareness about the plight of
manual scavengers. But his e�orts were met 
with silence. It was only after he took photo-
graphs of the dry latrines and sent them to top 
KGF o�cials that the management decided 
to convert the dry toilets. And a year later, 
when the pictures appeared in a newspaper, 
the Karnataka government too was forced to 
acknowledge the menace. In 1993, Parliament 
also enacted a law to end manual scavenging. 
Wilson also founded the Safai Karamchari 

Andolan (SKA) in 1994, along with retired IAS 
o�cial S.R. Sankaran and Dalit activist Paul 
Diwakar, an organisation whose aim has been 
to end the practice an help those engaged in 
it find dignified work. Over the years, he has 
helped to systematically document the practice 
with surveys and photographs, approached 
the highest court of the land and met countless 
parliamentarians, ministers and concerned 
administrators to first identify the problem 
and then eradicate it. Many times, all it took to 
was to simply ask those engaged in the practice 
to find alternative work. In 2016, Wilson won 
the Magsaysay award for his contribution to 
the cause. The number of manual scavengers 
has come down from 1.5 million in 1996 to 
around 54,000 in 2019. 

“Even today,” says Wilson, “every time a 
woman throws down her basket and says ‘I  
refuse to do this work’, it makes me terribly 
happy. It is through the courage of thousands 
of such people that manual scavenging stands 
a chance of being eliminated, even though 
it still exists in many parts of the country.” 
His fight is thus far from over; instead, it has 
become a lifelong mission. ■ 

“ W hen I was called a 
‘bhangi’ (the north In-
dian term for  
manual scavengers), 
I didn’t feel shame, I 
felt horror and anger. 
If I had been called il-
literate, I could have 
studied and changed 
the fact. But how could 
I change the circum-
stance of my birth?”
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T
he year was 1974. Ravindra Chandra Bhargava 
was working as a special assistant to then Union 
minister K.C. Pant and got a chance to meet the 
legendary V. Krishnamurthy, then chairman of 
Bharat Heavy Electricals Limited (BHEL). In 
the meeting, Krishnamurthy put across a 
question: “Bhargava, why don’t you come and 
join me at BHEL?” Bhargava did not take much 
time to say ‘no’. There was, after all, no reason to 

leave a cushy government job. A mathematics postgraduate 
from Allahabad University and a 1956 IAS batch topper, 
Dehradun-born Bhargava was expecting more plum posts in 
the near future.  

However, in 1978, the time came for Bhargava to return 
to Uttar Pradesh, from where he had come on deputation to 
the Centre for five years. With his children studying in Delhi, 
he was not keen to be in UP again. Bhargava called up Krish-
namurthy to ask if the BHEL job o�er made four years ago 
was still on. Krishnamurthy had stepped down from BHEL, 
but Bhargava was hired by the public sector giant as director, 
commercial, a post that was especially carved out for him.  

But two years on, Bhargava hit a rough patch at BHEL. 
“The new chairman went for a restructuring at the company, 
abolishing the post I held, as he probably felt I would be a 
threat to his position in the years to come,” says Bhargava. He 
proceeded on leave from the electrical engineering firm. 

But as luck would have it, Krishnamurthy was 
chosen by then prime minister Indira Gandhi to lead the 
Maruti auto project as vice-chairman and managing di-
rector. And he had no doubts who to hire in his team. So 
in 1981, Bhargava joined Maruti Udyog as director, sales 
and marketing. Those days, a debate raged on whether 
‘generalists’ (those from the civil services) or ‘technocrats’ 
(those with an engineering background) were better at 
managing companies. “I once asked V. Krishnamurthy 
what made him choose me in his team even though I was 
not a technocrat like him. His reply was, ‘When I met 
you (Bhargava) at the ministry of energy, I found in you a 
bureaucrat who would try to find a solution to a problem 
and not a problem to a solution’.” 

A year into Maruti, Bhargava was faced with a cru-
cial decision: to continue with the company or return to 
bureaucratic positions. On the one hand—as some told 
him—was a ‘political project (Maruti) that would be 
short-lived’ and on the other, the promise of a reward-
ing career as a bureaucrat and ,potentially even the 
cabinet secretary’s post.  

Bhargava, who had only a decade’s stint left as a 
bureaucrat, cast his bets on Maruti. Someone had also 
cautioned him that leaving Maruti may not go down 
well with Indira Gandhi, who was keen on complet-
ing her late son Sanjay Gandhi’s pet project to build 
an e�cient and a�ordable indigenous car for Indians. 
The initial days at Maruti Udyog were challenging, 
says Bhargava. Apart from him, the team had just 
Krishnamurthy and D.S. Gupta, another former BHEL 
employee. Krishnamurthy gave 
Bhargava a free hand to identify 
potential foreign partners for the 
small car project. Bhargava and 
Gupta almost zeroed in on French 
company Renault and its Renault 
18, a sedan. But the price of such a 
car would not have been a�ordable 
for Indians. Three other automakers 

� Smooth 
drive

R.C. Bhargava 
has shown that 
firms don’t nec-

essarily need 
technocrats to 

succeed

ANNIVERSARY 
SPEC IAL

L I F E 
C H A N G I N G 
M O M E N T S

“A year into Maruti, I  
made a crucial decision...

R . C .  B H A R G A V A ,  8 6

As chairman of Maruti Suzuki, India’s largest 
carmaker, he has seen the company sell 
over 1.5 million vehicles and earn a net profit 
of Rs 5,650 crore in 2019-20

…to stay on rather than return to 
my career as a bureaucrat”

By M.G. ARUN

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH



“I once asked V. Krishnamurthy what made him choose me 
in his team even though I was not a technocrat like him. His 

reply was, ‘ W hen I met you (Bhargava) at the ministr y of 
energy, I found in you a bureaucrat who would tr y to f ind a 

solution to a problem and not a problem to a solution’”
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seemed to fit the bill—Germa-
ny’s Volkswagen and Daihatsu 
and Suzuki from Japan. While 
the outgoing Volkswagen 
chairman was not keen on col-
laboration and Daihatsu was 
eyeing a components business 
in India, initial talks with 
Suzuki did not succeed.  

In January 1982, a top Suzuki o�cial visiting 
the TVS Motor Company in India happened to read 
about Maruti’s early tie-up plans with Daihatsu in 
����� ����� magazine. The o�cial shot a fax to the 
then Suzuki chairman. The company didn’t want to 
let go of the opportunity. “Three days later, a team 
from Suzuki was in India to negotiate a deal,” says 
Bhargava. The two companies eventually signed  
the joint venture agreement on October 2, 1982. Just 
14 months later, on December 14, 1983, Sanjay Gan-
dhi’s 37th birthday, the Maruti 800 was launched  
in the Indian market. 

“At that time, no one believed the car would be 
a success in India,” recalls Bhargava. “Some even 
called it a ‘toy car’.’’ Bhargava was determined to 
change that impression. He got Maruti teams to fan 
out across the country to hold exhibitions and press 
meets and hardsell the brand. “The response was 
amazing,” says Bhargava. Maruti Udyog became a 
profitable venture from the first year itself. 

In 1985, under Krishnamurthy as Maruti Udyog 
chairman, Bhargava was o�ered the hot seat of 
MD—a post he held for 12 years till his retirement in 
1997. Bhargava rejoined Maruti in 2003 as a director 
on the board. He became its chairman in 2007 when 
the company got listed and the government exited, 
creating what is now Maruti Suzuki. India’s largest 
car-maker sold over 1.5 million vehicles in 2019-20 
and achieved a net profit of Rs 5,650 crore on rev-
enues of Rs 71,690 crore last fiscal year. 

Given his skyrocketing performance in the auto 
company, does Bhargava think one really needs to be 
a technocrat to successfully handle a manufacturing 
business? “One’s educational degree does not matter 
because such learning can become obsolete soon,” he 
says. “If you keep learning as you go along and apply 
it to your work, it will be fine.” ■

In Januar y 1982, a top  
Suzuki of f icial visiting 

India read about Maruti’s 
early tie-up plans with  

Daihatsu in IN DI A TODAY 
magazine and informed 

the company’s chairman. 
“Three days later, a team 
from Suzuki was in India 
to negotiate a deal [with 
Maruti],” says Bhargava 

� Top gear
Bhargava at 
the launch of 
Maruti 800 
production, 
Oct. 1983
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rom being the first woman to serve as an 
o�cer in the Indian Police Service (IPS) 
to becoming the lieutenant governor of 
Puducherry, Kiran Bedi is an institu-
tion. In the course of her career, she 
has ushered in prison reforms, both in 
India and abroad, and set a template 
for humanitarian policing. She has a 
well-earned reputation for fearlessness, 

applying the law in a country where the powerful 
are frequently able to circumvent it. Through her 
career, she has showed millions of young women 
that women can be as just as good, if not better, at 
law enforcement than men.

Looking back, she recalls at least three signifi-
cant turning points that shaped her. One of these, 

she says, took place when she was eight or nine 
years old. One day, when Bedi was sitting with her 
family, a woman came to her father, Prakash Pe-
shawaria, asking for help, saying that her husband 
had been unjustly arrested. Agreeing to help, he 
immediately called the SSP (senior superintendent 
of police) of Amritsar and asked him to meet with 
the woman and look into the matter. Bedi says 
her father’s words were: “Please listen to her and 
see that no injustice is done to her.” She also notes 
that he did not say “let [the woman’s husband] go 
free”—this sent several messages to the young Bedi. 
“It was my first introduction to the police [system],” 
she says, “[and showed me] that it can undo injus-
tice. It also introduced me to the power of influence 
to undo injustice. My father was also very [quick] 
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“Everyone thought  
IG of prisons was a  

punishment posting...
K I R A N  B E D I ,  7 1

The reforms she instituted when she became the inspector general of prisons in 
Delhi in 1993 won her the Magsaysay Award the following year. It has been a long 

journey since and even though her policing career is behind her, she brings the same 
reformist zeal to her position as the Lieutenant Governor of Puducherry

...but in my heart, I knew it was the right one for me. I 
have always been reform-oriented in nature”

By SHWWETA PUNJ

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH



� 
Trailblazer
Puducherry 
lieutenant 
governor 
Kiran Bedi
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“Ever y time I 
made an arrest, 
I would f ind out 
why the person 
committed the 

crime. I am a cor-
rector, a reformer, 

a teacher and 
a sociologist at 

heart ”

to respond—it’s the same pattern for me now.” 
This independent sense of authority and spirited 
response to situations has served Bedi in good 
stead—today, it has allowed her to carve an 
independent space for herself as the lieutenant 
governor of Puducherry above the political fray.

The next turning point for her came at the 
impressionable age of 12. Accompanying her 
parents to weddings in those days, she recalls that 
the dowry given by the girl’s family would often 
be on full display—she remembers her father tell-
ing her that girls who were not self-reliant had to 
enter marriage with a dowry. “I rejected the idea, 
and told my father I didn’t want that. I started to 
hate the concept of dowry—I was raised to be self-
reliant, and decided I would not let that happen 
in my life. When I got married, my husband and I 
paid for the wedding reception [ourselves].” 

This sense of self-reliance and discipline also 
manifested in her sporting career—in fact, on 
the day of her own reception, Bedi attended the 
ceremony only after playing a match. She was so 
devoted to tennis, one of her first passions, that 
she eventually became a national junior cham-
pion. This led to another turning point, when she 
was 16. As a national champion, she expected that 

she would be o�ered a chance to 
represent India at Wimbledon; 
despite her merit, she was over-
looked. “That convinced me to 
build a career in academics,” she 
tells ����� ����� at an interview 
in Puducherry’s Raj Bhawan. “It 
was the rule at the time that the 
national junior champion gets [a 
chance to play at] Wimbledon, 
but I was denied the [opportuni-
ty]. That was a defining moment 
for me—I decided that I would 
rise through academic merit.”

In the long run, Bedi’s aca-
demic excellence, spirit of service 
and athletic sense of discipline 
groomed her for what lay ahead. 
After joining the IPS, she served 

in several areas, notably in the northeast. Then, 
in 1993, when she was up for a posting in Delhi, 
she was o�ered the job of Inspector General (IG) 
of Prisons. “It was a punishment posting,” she 

says. “Nobody wanted it. 
Today, it’s equivalent to a 
Commissioner of Police; 
in those days, everyone 
asked me why I was 
[taking it]. I knew I was 
going to the right place. 
I am a corrector, a re-

former, a teacher and a sociologist at heart.”
About a year after taking up the post, 

the prison reforms Bedi introduced earned 
her the prestigious Magsaysay award, in 
1994. “It was the first time that the peace 
award had gone to a police o�cer,” she 
says with a smile. Her reforms opened a 
new chapter in policing in India, one that 
was more humane and collaborative. The 
‘punishment posting’ also led her onto the 
global stage—in 2003, she became the first 
woman to hold the post of civilian police 
advisor in the United Nations’ department 
of peacekeeping operations, under then-sec-
retary general Kofi Annan. “It made me a 
global cop,” says Bedi—in that capacity, she 
played a role in reforming police systems in 
several countries, including Sudan, Congo, 
Cyprus and Kosovo, among others.

Even at 71, Bedi’s energy is inspir-
ing—she does morning motivation bulletins 
on Instagram, and reads her newspapers 
while walking on a treadmill. Dressed in 
her trademark salwar and shirt-collared 
kurta, she says with a wide smile, “I also 
see my current role as lieutenant governor 
as a turning point in my life.” One can only 
wait and watch to see where this one leads 
her to. �

� Reformer
Bedi in 1994, 
displaying a 
petition box, 
one of her  

prison reforms

SHARAD SAXENA
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I
n any sport, competing to be a world 
champion would be a daunting challenge. It 
is even more so in the rarefied stratosphere of 
chess, and especially for an Indian to surface 
as the suzerain of the 64 squares and be 
crowned the ultimate chess champion. 
Vishwanathan Anand took to the board 
when he was barely six and progressed 
steadily on what has been a long journey with 

insightful inflections. “When I was 13, I had a kind 
of breakthrough year after the school exams. During 
the summer holidays, I suddenly started winning 
everything playing chess,” he recalls. “I was playing 
well and winning tournaments, so 1983 was a 
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“I was 13 and suddenly 
winning everything...

V I S H W A N A T H A N  A N A N D , 5 1
Taking to chess at six in 1975, he became  
world champion in 2007 and went on to  
win the title four times, an unparalleled  
feat by an Indian in any sport

...1983 was a breakthrough 
year, all the work I had 
done patiently till then 
started paying o�”

By AMARNATH K. MENON

ROHIT CHAWLA



classic year for me. All the work I had done 
patiently till then paid o�. Don’t know how 
and when, but it happens. Sometimes we 
have to wait for these moments.”

 Anand won the world junior champion-
ship in 1987 and the next year competed and 
got the coveted Grandmaster (GM) title. He 
was the first Indian to get it, back in 1988. 
“That was a great time, in some ways the 
most innocent and nice years of my career,” 
he says. “It opened up opportunities in terms 
of competitions, and organisers o�ering good 
conditions. I could travel in some comfort 
and play in comfort too.”

Aruna joined him after their marriage in 
1996, which he explains as “a crucial turn-
ing point”, contributing to a paradigm shift 
both in his chess career and life. “We got to 
separate our tasks and work as a team. It 
changed me, at a life level and definitely at 
the career level,” emphasises Anand, who 
construes everything as a learning experi-
ence. “My first really big failure at Dortmund 
in July 2001 (the Dortmunder Schachtage, 
Anand finished last) left a profound impact 

on me for many years. It started o� badly and 
then just crashed towards the end—the worst 
result in my chess career. But it a�orded me 
an opportunity to self-correct,” he recalls.

Anand went about rectifying his errors 
methodically. “My takeaway from that was to 
work on problems before they spin out of con-
trol. After that I have tried to be more alert 
whenever worrying symptoms appear in my 
chess. I try to address and fix them quickly. I 
also started to think about how I should pre-
pare and work for tournaments, not in terms 
of technical details but in approach and 
things like that. It was an important learn-
ing, even if it came from a negative outcome. 
At the time, it was the worst result in my 
chess career,” he says. His quest to be the best 
continued with unflagging zeal.

To surpass all others and reach the top, 
that too with the mind games involved in 
chess, throws up extraordinary experiences. 
For Anand and several players of his genera-
tion, this also involved the impasse between 
the two international chess federations which 
dragged on for many years. 

� Dapper 
moves

Anand at the 
India Today 

Conclave, 2015



Amid the growing uncertainty, Anand had no option 
but to wait for the situation to solve itself to make a bid for 
the world championship. “And just when you assumed the 
divergent paths would never meet, the chess world sud-
denly reunified (2006) and there was a match which (Vlad-
imir) Kramnik won. The next year we were o�ered the 
prospect of playing a candidates’ tournament which was 
converted into a world championship in Mexico. It came 
suddenly not with much warning. We had some five or six 
months to get ready for it certainly. You may think you had 
five-odd years to get ready. In real terms, unless there is 
something on the horizon you cannot think about it. We 
knew it could be make or break. My results held up very 
well. But we were not measuring consistency anymore,” 
says Anand, vividly recounting the mental challenges and 
preparedness they demanded.  

“You had to do well in this tournament to become 
world champion. That’s all. It does not matter if you have 
spent the rest of the year as World No. 1 or anything like 
that. In hindsight, I think I did everything perfectly. Of 
course, there will always be mistakes. With hindsight, 
I think that may be the most significant moment in my 
chess career. I had won the FIDE world title in 2000, but 
it was a disputed one. It was still in the phase of the two 
federations. Mexico 2007 was the big thing. Somehow, 

it clicked. You always try and imagine what you think 
will work well and prepare yourself as best you can. 
But whenever you go to a tournament you know it can 
go well or something unexpected can happen and it 
can go badly. But this one went like a dream. There are 
not too many events that go perfectly. And because of 
Mexico, I was world champion for the next six years,” 
says Anand.

Admitting his career is always determined by what 
happened in Mexico and the following years, Anand 
reasons that with a clear goal an opportunity pres-
ents itself to deliver and get the job done. “I wanted 
it. It makes my legacy as a chess player the dominant 
chapter (2007 to 2014) if not in my own eyes certainly 
in the eyes of others,” he says, adding that an “external 
legacy will be always looking at the biggest things.”  As, 
he puts it, “sometimes after you put in all the work and 
all the e�ort it does not work out at all. So, remember-
ing the moments when things work out is special.” 

There isn’t another game or sport—perhaps no other 
domain—in which an Indian has achieved the level of 
success Anand enjoyed in chess. Little wonder, then, 
that he is the first recipient of the country’s highest 
sporting honour, the Rajiv Gandhi Khel Ratna Award 
in 1991- 92 and the first sportsperson to receive the sec-
ond highest civilian award, Padma Vibhushan, in 2007.

Anand knows the passion to be world champion 
is also not about glossing over other key moments. 
“At a personal level, the next big moment for me and 
Aruna was the birth of our son Akhil in 2011,” he says,
pointing out that the human mind focuses on the big 
events and moves on while the rest is fleeting. “I tried
to capture it in my book Mind Master (2019), but we 
ended up focusing on the big stu�.” ■  

� Early bird
Anand started 
playing chess 
when he was 

just six
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“Mexico 2007  
was my big  

moment,it all 
went like a perfect 

dream, and  
because of it, I 

was world  
champion for the 

next six years”
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S W A P N A  B A R M A N , 2 4

And, true to that promise, the heptathlete returned stronger than ever. In 2017, 
she won the Asian Athletics Championships, and the year after that, a gold at the 

Asian Games. In 2019, she was honoured with an Arjuna Award 

“I vowed never to come 
home empty-handed...

� On a high
Swapna 

Barman at the 
India Today 

Conclave East 
2018
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...after I came fifth in the 2014 Asian Games”

By ROMITA DATTA

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH
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Nonetheless, she became even more determined to 
win. “I vowed never to come home empty-handed 
henceforth,” Swapna said.

She took up her training with renewed fervour, 
and it paid o�. She won gold medals at the 2017 Asian 
Athletics Championship and the Patiala Federation 
Cup. The following year, she became the country’s 
first heptathlete to win a gold at the Asian Games. 
Typical of her chequered journey to that point, win-
ning the gold was not hurdle-free—an excruciating 
toothache just two days before the big event required 
heavy doses of painkillers, and she competed with 
kinesio tape tightly wrapped around the right side of 
her jaw. The win was definitely sweet: aside from the 
gold, the 22-year-old, who had to give up syrupy ro-
shogollas and ice-creams for years to keep her weight 
in check, got a sanction to binge. 

More rewards were to come: the girl who couldn’t 
buy customised shoes for her 12-toed feet was invited 
by Adidas to visit its lab in Germany, was made 
the company’s brand ambassador and was gifted 
seven pairs of high-performances shoes. Today, she’s 
fulfilled her dream of supporting her family—though 
she has yet to land a cushy job, she gets a stipend from 
ONGC and help from GoSports Foundation through 
the Rahul Dravid Athlete Mentorship Programme. �

“Staying positive is important 
in sports. Trust yourself, have 

faith in your abilities and  
focus on your goal.  

Nothing is impossible”B
orn into a poor family of tea garden
workers in Bengal’s Jalpaiguri district, 
Swapna Barman was pushed into sports
at a young age in the hope that this 
would help her in getting a job to 
support her family. On this journey, she 
faced many di�culties—for example, 
being born with six toes on each foot, 
she found standard shoes ill-fitting and 

couldn’t a�ord customised footwear—but practised 
for hours nonetheless. 

Following her father’s stroke, her mother became 
the sole earning member of the family, and the pres-
sure on Swapna to do well increased. She endured 
enormous hardship to prepare for her athletics career 
but had equally significant support from her mother, 
who would take her to and from the training grounds 
every day, several kilometres away from their home. 
When they returned home, her mother would mas-
sage oil onto her aching limbs, preparing her for the 
next day of gruelling practice.

Barman’s hard work and raw talent began to be 
noticed in 2012, after she won a gold medal in the 
School National Under-14 group event. She faced 
more di�culties following that—at five feet two-and-
a-half inches and slightly overweight, her coaches 
initially saw little hope in her performing well in dis-
ciplines like the high jump. However, she set two new 
national records within a year. After this, her coach, 
Subhash Sarkar, began preparing her to be a heptath-
lete—this involved training in a mixture of track and 
field sports, including the 100-, 200- and 800-metre 
races, the high jump, the shot-put and the javelin 
throw. Her debut at the 2014 Asian Games was not a 
success in terms of medals—she came in fifth—which 
left her heartbroken, since it left her further away 
from her dream of getting a job to support her family. 

AP

� The first 
hurdle

Barman at her 
debut in the 

Asian Games 
in 2014

�
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…confirmed that a 
career in boxing had 
something more for 
me” 

By KAUSHIK DEKA

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH

“The Best Boxer  
title in 2000...

The Padma Vibhushan 
this year was only the 
latest in a series of 
honours. She is the only 
boxer in the world, female 
or male, to have won 
eight World Championship 
medals, of which six are 
gold. Her international 
medals tally of 18 includes 
a bronze at the Olympics, 
a gold and a bronze at 
the Asian Games, a gold 
at the Commonwealth 
Games and five golds 
and one silver at the 
Asian Women’s Boxing 
Championships

M . C .  M A RY  KO M ,  3 7

� Incredible 
journey

Mary Kom at 
the India Today 

Conclave in 
2019; Mary and 

Onler Kom at 
their wedding in 

2005 (facing)



U
ntil the turn of the 
century, Mangte Chun-
gneijang Mary Kom—
the only boxer in the 
world, male or female, 
to have won eight World 
Championship medals, 
six of them gold—did 
not even know that she 

would become a boxer. Born in Kan-
gathei village in Manipur’s Chura-
chandpur district, Mary grew up 
helping her parents, who were poor 
marginal farmers. She was lucky to 
have been admitted to a school; her 
father, who was himself a wrestler in 
his younger days, encouraged her to 
take part in sports, primarily athlet-
ics. Until Mary was around 15 years 
old, she focused mostly on running 
and the javelin throw. 

Then, in 1998, a moment of in-
spiration came when Dingko Singh, 
a boxer from the state, won a gold 
medal at the Bangkok Asian Games. 
Like many other Manipuris cel-
ebrating across the state, Mary was 
inspired by his success and decided 
to try her fists at boxing. She moved 
to state capital Imphal and began 

training, first under coach K. Kosana 
Meitei and then under M. Narjit 
Singh. She had to keep her switch to 
boxing a secret from her father, who 
had always been against her taking 
up this sport as he feared that if she 
got hit in the face, her chances of 
marriage would su�er.

She says it was not an easy life, 
and that self-doubt was her constant 
companion. Then came the moment 
that gave her life the direction she 
had been seeking. In 2000, after 
just six months of opting for boxing 
as a career, she won a state-level 
medal and also the best boxer title 
in the competition. “That was the 
moment of confirmation for me that 
boxing had something more for me. 
I saw it as an opportunity to take 
my boxing career to the next level 
and embraced the game wholeheart-
edly,” says Mary. The following year, 
despite financial constraints, mental 
stress and physical pain, the cham-
pion boxer, then only 18, reached 
the final of the inaugural Women’s 
World Boxing Championship in 
Scranton, Pennsylvania, USA, 
returning home with a silver medal. 

The year after that, she converted the 
silver into a gold, marking the begin-
ning of an incredible journey.

But before she became a world 
champion in 2002, a ‘beautiful disaster’ 
happened in her life, which later proved 
to be the secret of her success in the face 
of all odds. In 2000, while travelling to 
Bengaluru for a competition, her lug-
gage, including her passport, was sto-
len. The loss of money and the thought 
of the struggle to get the passport made 
again—Manipur did not even have a 
regional passport o�ce at the time—
even made Mary contemplate giving up 
her sports career. The story of her plight 
moved a fellow Manipuri, Karong Onk-
holer Kom—also known as Onler, who 
was studying law at Delhi University at 
the time. As president of the northeast 
students’ union in Delhi, Onler o�ered 
all possible help to Mary.

Later, in Delhi, on her way to the 
National Games in Punjab in 2001, 
she met Onler. Love blossomed and 
the two tied the knot in 2005. Since 
then, Onler has been the man behind 
the scene, guiding and inspiring her in 
moments of both struggle and success. 
He ensured that Mary was free from all 
mental stress and other distractions, 
and that she was able to focus all her 
energies on training and preparation. 
Today, he handles all her personal, 
professional and commercial a�airs 
and stands as a rock behind Mary, now 
a Rajya Sabha member, who received 
India’s second-highest civilian award, 
the Padma Vibhushan this year. “It has 
been a journey together for us—in rain 
and in shine,” says Onler. �
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S U N I T A  N A R A I N ,  6 1

This and meeting Anil Agarwal, the late founder of the 
Centre for Science and Environment, put Narain on the path 
of environmental activism, a space she now excels in

…at an environmental workshop and knew 
I had to join as soon as I could”

By KAUSHIK DEKA

“In 1979, when I was in 
Class 12, I learnt about 
the Chipko movement…

CHANDRADEEP KUMAR
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� Born to be wild
(left) A young 
Sunita Narain, 

fresh out of  
school, in the 
Himalayas in  

1980; and in Delhi 
in 2016

W
e are activists but not in the 
traditional sense or with any 
political motivation. Our weapons 
of activism are pen and paper,” 
says Sunita Narain, director-gen-
eral of Centre for Science and 
Environment (CSE), while talking 
about her four-decade-long 
journey as one of the country’s 

most credible and influential voices in matters related 
to the environment. From a battle against soft drink 
giants over reported use of pesticides, and the 
campaign for CNG in Delhi, to, more recently, an 
exposé on honey adulteration by big brands, the CSE 
has been at the forefront of creating awareness about 
a citizen’s right to good environment and produce. 
“Ever since Anil Agarwal, the founder of CSE, passed 
away in 2002, our biggest challenge has been to 
maintain the essence and objective of the centre—to 
blend the rigour of a policy research group and think 
tank with the right kind of activism,” she says.

For Narain, this is not just a profession, but 
the natural progression of a passion inculcated 
since she was in school in Delhi. Growing up, there 
was hardly any public discourse around what she 
wanted to do—raise public consciousness about the 
environment. In 1979, when she was in class 12, she 

attended an environmental workshop organised 
by the Gandhi Peace Foundation in Delhi. There, 
she met a group of young people, equally enthu-
siastic about environment, and learnt about the 
Chipko movement, a forest conservation agitation 
led by Gandhian activist Sunderlal Bahuguna. The 
movement, which started in 1973 in Uttarakhand, 
became a rallying point for many future environ-
mental movements across the world. That work-
shop was a significant moment in Narain’s life.

Right out of school, she became part of the 
movement, choosing to do her graduation via cor-
respondence. Meanwhile, she found out about the 
Vikram Sarabhai Centre for Development Interac-
tion in Ahmedabad, set up by Kartikeya Sarabhai, 
one of the world’s leading environmental educators 
and went on to work with them. 

In 1981, she met Anil Agarwal at the house of a 
friend. Agarwal had already been working on a “state 
of India’s environment” report, an idea he had picked 
up while attending a seminar in Penang, where he 
read a report on the state of the Malaysian environ-
ment. “He wanted it to be a report card prepared 
by citizens for the government. So, we all joined the 
project with a passion,” she says. A year later, the re-
port came out, laying the foundation for the incred-
ible journey Narain has been on ever since. ■

“Our biggest challenge 
has been to maintain the  
essence of the CSE—to 
blend the rigour of a 
policy research group 
and think tank with the 
right kind of activism”
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“My dad told me to 
choose cricket over 
my board exams...

M I T H A L I  R A J , 3 8

Her performance in the inter-
zonal tournament in 2000 helped 
her earn a place in the women’s 
world cup in New Zealand. Two 
years later, she became the 
vice-captain of the women’s 
national cricket team, and its 
captain in 2005. Today, she’s the 
only cricketer to have scored 
6,000 runs in women’s ODIs

...since the World Cup happened once in four years 
while the exams could be cleared the next year

By ROMITA DATTA

A
s a young girl, Mithali Raj 
loved accompanying her 
father to the cricket academy 
where her brother was 
learning to play. Often, 
while waiting for her brother 
to finish practice, she would 
pick up a bat lying around 
and the coach would throw a 
few balls to indulge her 

curiosity for the game. “I was just eight or 
nine at the time. I was pampered by my 
brother’s friends and trainers. They would 
allow me to hit a few shots in the net,” 
recalls Raj. Eventually, what began as 

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH
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natural curiosity blossomed into a real love for cricket. 
Within a year, her brother’s coach could tell that Raj 
had a remarkable aptitude for the game. Fortunately 
for Raj, her family believed in giving boys and girls 
equal opportunity to pursue their interest and passion. 
“My parents never pushed me to conform to the 
conventional gender stereotypes—studying, finding a 
job and focusing on starting a family. They constantly 
encouraged me to push my boundaries and explore,” 
she says. In 2000, when her class 12 board exams 
coincided with the inter-zonal tournaments, based on 
which the selection for the team for the 
Women’s World Cup in New Zealand was to 
take place, the 17-year-old was encouraged 
by her parents to pursue her passion. “I was 
at a crossroads, but my parents, who could 
see the bigger picture, helped me make the 
right call. I remember my dad telling me to 
forgo the board exams since the World Cup 

happened once in four years, while the board exams 
could be cleared the next year,” says Raj. She was 
selected for the New Zealand team, her performance at 
the World Cup was noticed. Within two years, she was 
made vice-captain of the team.

Known for her stylish batting moves and composure 
at the crease, Raj happens to be the highest run-scorer in 
women’s international cricket. She was just 19 when she 
scored a whopping 214 against England in Taunton in 
2002, but even before that, Raj’s one-day international 
debut in 1999 against Ireland with an unbeaten 114 

had marked the beginning of a promising 
career. In the 2005 World Cup semi-final 
against New Zealand, when India lost a 
couple of wickets early on in the match, Raj, 
as captain, defended with a blazing perfor-
mance. In the 2005 World Cup, she held the 
record for the highest individual score by 
an Indian woman cricketer in a world cup 
match, scoring 91 o� 104 balls.

Her maiden Test series victory over England, with 
India winning the 2006 Asia Cup under her captaincy, 
and clinching the fourth successive Asia Cup title in 
2008, all contributed to Raj emerging as a stalwart in 
the cricketing world. She is the only cricketer to have 
made 6,000 runs and most half centuries in women’s 
ODIs. The 2017 Women’s Cricket World Cup saw Raj 
hit a century against New Zealand in the group series, 
winning the trophy. In December 2017, she was named 
one of the players in the ICC Women’s ODI Team of the 
Year. Patience on the crease and brisk scoring between 
wickets is why Raj has led India in the maximum num-
ber of ODIs and T20Is. Win or lose, Raj’s performance 
stands out every time, whether it is for her leadership or 
her performance.       

Many accolades have come her way—the Arjuna 
Award (2003), Padma Shri (2015) and being named 
the Vogue sportsperson of the year (2017)—but Raj’s 
feet remain firmly on the ground. Apart from natural 
talent, hard work and an impeccable work ethic have led 
Mithali Raj to success. ■

“Sometimes you have to make a hard 
choice in life to see your passion through. 

One needs to have clarit y combined with an 
indomitable will to realise one’s dream”

� On a good 
wicket

Mithali Raj  
in 1999

GETTY IMAGES
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“I was disheartened 
that we couldn’t help

heart patients…

N A R E S H  T R E H A N , 7 4

Driven by the desire to set up a hospital that would ensure world-class 
cardiac care in the country, the US-trained surgeon returned to India in 1988. 

Besides setting up world-class hospital groups such as Escorts and Medanta, 
he has till date performed 50,000 successful open heart surgeries

…so I resolved to go abroad to train and 
return with new skills”

By SONALI ACHARJEE

I
n 1967, while studying for MBBS at 
King George’s Medical College in 
Lucknow, Dr Naresh Trehan recalls 
feeling an overwhelming sense of 
helplessness as he watched many of 
his patients die of heart disease. And 
so, almost immediately after 
graduating, he applied to Thomas 
Je�erson University in Philadelphia 

to specialise in cardiac surgery. “In those 
days, most Indians had no option but to go 
abroad for cardiac treatment. It was very 
disheartening to not be able to help your 
patients. So I resolved early on that I will go 
abroad to train and return with new skills,” 
says Dr Trehan.  

The decision to go to the US in 1970 
changed his life and career. “I wanted to train 
under Dr Frank Spencer, the then chairman 
of the New York University hospital. He usu-
ally had a waiting list of five years for people 
who wanted to train under him. In Philadel-
phia, I was told Dr Spencer doesn’t interact 

with foreign students, so I decided to write 
to him personally explaining my ambitions 
and skills. He wrote back saying that it wasn’t 
true that he didn’t consider foreigners, and he 
asked me to come in for an interview. There 
were 32 people, of which four would become 
chief residents and only one or two would 
become cardiac surgeons. I worked hard, and 
made the cut,” recalls Dr Trehan. He joined 
the NYU faculty in 1977 where he would 
remain till his return to India.  

“The desire to come back to India was 
always there. I have always wanted to help 
people improve their health and lives. After 
a successful cardiac surgery, you can see the 
results in the operating theatre itself. The 
more patients I saved, the more I wanted to 
return to India to work,” he says. However, 
the search to find the right institution took 
him years. “I knew the Indian system very 
well. I knew there would be barriers towards 
progressing freely in a field that was as new 
as heart surgery. And so I did not return till 

Photograph by YASIR IQBAL



ANNIVERSARY 
SPEC IAL

L I F E 
C H A N G I N G 
M O M E N T S

I found the right opportunity,” he 
says. It was in the early 1980s that 
the move to India got clarity and 
direction. “H.P. Nanda, the then 
chairman of Escorts, on a visit to 
NYU, met with me and together 
we decided on opening a hospital 
dedicated to cardiac surgery and 
treatment. I wanted to bring the 
whole system of heart surgery to 
the country and make India self-
reliant,” he says. Dr Trehan finally 
returned to India in 1987.  

But the initial few years in 
setting up the Escorts Heart 
Institute were far from easy. From 
hunting for land to recruiting 
surgeons from around the world, 
it took years of hard work before 
Dr Trehan became one of the 
country’s best cardiac special-
ists. From 1987 to 2007, Escorts 
was conceptualised, created and 
managed by Dr Trehan himself. 
“I used to operate on a patient 
and then sleep on a bed next to 
them because there was always so 
much work to do. Initially, people
used to mock me and ask, ‘What 
will Naresh do on his own?’ But I 

have a firm philosophy to shun negativity and so 
I continued to train people so that they could give 
their best. Eventually, my team at Escorts was as 
good as any of the surgeons in the West.”  

Today, Dr Trehan has completed over 50,000 
successful open heart surgeries. “Being a doc-

tor suits my personality. I can really 
relate to people, I like to interact with 
them. This was the right career for me,” 
he says. Despite decades of success in 
the medical field and having treated a 
long list of celebrities, politicians and 
bureaucrats, he maintains a humble 
approach towards his work and career. 
“During my medical training itself, I 
learnt how to stay level-headed and not 
to believe I am greater than anyone.”  

In 2009, Dr Trehan decided to 
push the limits once more and set up his own 
hospital, Medant,a in Gurgaon. The chain has 
since expanded to other cities, including Delhi, 
Lucknow, Ranchi and Kolkata. “Research is 
something I feel very strongly about and I be-
lieved India should have a hospital that is at par 
with hospitals abroad in terms of research and 
development. But no such institute existed at the 
time. We were doing great in terms of clinical 
advancement but were lagging behind in the 
research field. At Medanta, the idea was to bring
the two together,” says Dr Trehan.  

Having received the Padma Shri and Padma 
Bhushan for his contribution to the field of medi-
cine, he continues to work towards improving the 
country’s health infrastructure. “There are plans 
to start a medical college which would be at-
tached to Medanta. We already run several medi-
cal research programmes,” says Dr Trehan. His 
vision to make India a hub for cardiac surgery 
came true when Escorts began receiving patients 
from abroad for treatment. And he believes that 
the country will soon achieve similar success in 
the field of medical research and education. ■ 

� The right 
pulse 

(From left) 
Then Delhi L-G 

Jagmohan,  
Dr Trehan and 

H.P. Nanda at the 
foundation stone 
laying ceremo-
ny for Escorts 
Heart Institute, 

Delhi, 1982
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the t wo f ields  

together”

172   �INDIA TODAY    JA N UA RY 4, 2021





JA N UA RY 4, 2021  �INDIA TODAY  �197

A
three-time parliamentarian and 
one of India’s most recognised 
public voices, Shashi Tharoor has 
donned many hats in a career that 
is over four decades long. Between 
1978 and 2007, he was a career 
diplomat at the UN, rising to the 
rank of under-secretary-general for 
communications and public 

information. In 2009, he decided to join politics 
and contested and won the Thiruvanantha-
puram Lok Sabha seat.  

An accomplished author, Tharoor has 
penned over a dozen books, ranging from fiction 
to foreign a�airs to philosophy. He is widely fol-
lowed on social media, with nearly eight million 
followers on Twitter, though his quips on the 
microblogging site have often landed him  
in controversy.

Tharoor’s evolution from a “self-e�acing civil 
servant” to a public intellectual under constant 
scrutiny happened in 2006 when the Manmohan 
Singh-led UPA government decided to field him 
as India’s candidate for the election to the UN sec-
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“Age 50 is not  
the best time to look 

for a new job…

S H A S H I  T H A R O O R ,  6 4

That setback laid the foundation 
for his political innings in India as a 
member of Parliament, apart from  

his rise as a public intellectual 
and author with a wide following  

on social media

….but I decided to resign from the UN after I failed to 
secure the secretary-general’s post”

By KAUSHIK DEKA

Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH
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“Joining politics 
changed my life. 

Not only did I win 
the election, it gov-

erned various things 
that happened to 

me since then—good 
and bad. It gave 

me both moments 
of great turbulence 

and great 
satisfaction”

retary general’s post. The PMO had sounded him out on the 
plan in September the previous year, but the government 
appeared to have buried the idea. By June 2006, Tharoor 
himself had given up on the possibility. But to his surprise, 
he received a call from then foreign secretary Shyam Saran 
that his candidature was being announced later that day. 

“It was a turning point in many ways. In the UN, I had 
the opportunity to rub shoulders with some of the most 
famous figures in the world, including presidents and prime 
ministers. But it was very much as an individual who was 
part of a team and an institution. The role itself did not priv-
ilege individuality. It was about representing the institution 
and ideals of the UN. Suddenly, I would be projected as an 
individual candidate not only standing up for the ideals of 
the UN but doing so on behalf of a government of a country 
and seeking to lead that institution,” says Tharoor.

Tharoor was 22 when he joined the UN. He felt his 
long experience in various capacities at the world body had 
equipped him “in an unusual way” for the secretary-gener-
al’s post. However, he finished second, behind Ban Ki-moon 
of South Korea, in each of the four straw polls conducted by 
the UN Security Council and was also vetoed by the US, one 
of its permanent members. Tharoor eventually withdrew 
his nomination, realising that these jobs were not about 
“having the most convincing resume...they are about a 
political vote in a political institution, political choices made 
by various governments”.

Resigning from the UN in 2007, Tharoor suddenly 
faced the challenge of reinventing his career and life. “The 
career on which I was smoothly coasting for nearly 29 
years was going to end abruptly when I had just passed 
my 50th birthday. That’s not a time when one ideally looks 

for a new job,” he says. Yet, he has no regrets about losing 
that election. “Had I not accepted the Indian government’s 
o�er just to prolong my UN career by another decade, I 
would have erred. There would have always been this nag-
ging question—what if I had tried? I tried, gave my best 
and failed,” says Tharoor.

The setback laid the foundation for Tharoor’s politi-
cal innings. In 2009, Congress president Sonia Gandhi 
o�ered him a ticket to contest the Lok Sabha election. 
Tharoor was surprised for, as he says, he had “no political 
pedigree, no godfather in politics, and had never been the 
protégé of a political leader”. He was approached by the 
BJP and the Left parties too, he says. “My writings had 
consistently been about a pluralistic India, celebrating the 
diversity of our country. The BJP’s Hindutva was a bag-
gage I could not get interested in and the Left’s economic 
thinking was not particularly appealing to me,” he says, 
pointing out that he had been a critic of the Congress’s 
licence quota raj and the Emergency. 

Tharoor accepted Sonia Gandhi’s o�er without any idea 
of what he was getting into. “It changed my life. Not only did 
I win that election, it governed various things that happened 
to me since then—both good and bad. It gave me both mo-
ments of great turbulence and great satisfaction.”

Tharoor feels the UN election and the political plunge 
were risks that had to be taken. “Saying no to those o�ers 
would have meant telling myself I was incapable. At some 
point, I would have looked back and asked—did I lack cour-
age that I failed to find faith in myself?” he says. And that’s 
the success mantra Tharoor o�ers to every young and aspir-
ing individual: “Be the best you possibly can be. Nobody else 
can be a better you than you are”. ■

� Southern 
comfort 

Tharoor cele-
brates his Thiru-
vanathapuram 
Lok Sabha seat 
win in May 2009

AFP
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P
ullela Gopichand was just 17 when he 
participated in his first international, the 
Malaysian Open championship, in  June 
1991. He was the youngest member on the 
Indian team. “All of us lost in the first 
round,” says Gopichand. “When we sat 
down for dinner that night, we were all 
praises for the Chinese, Danes, Japanese 
and Indonesians for their superior skill 

and everyone thought we could do no better. I argued 
that we have a chance with some determination, but 
the others dismissed me as immature. But the kid in 

P U L L E L A  G O P I C H A N D , 4 7

Now the National Coach of the India 
Badminton team, Gopichand’s e�orts helped 
Saina Nehwal win bronze in the 2012 London 
Olympic and P.V. Sindhu silver in the 2016 
Rio Games. Thanks to him, players now don’t 
need to train abroad but emerge from our 
own ecosystem

“My 2001 win 
in England was 
important...
...as it helped me prove 
Indians could win in mod-
ern badminton where power 
and fitness mattered”
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By AMARNATH K. MENON

BANDEEP SINGH
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me always believed we can do it.”
There were bitter lessons along the way. 

In his initial years as player, he travelled alone 
as no one else qualified from India. “I did 
not have a sparring partner,” he says. “Once 
I stayed back after a tournament hoping to 
get a chance to train with the Indonesian na-
tional team. To my dismay, I learnt that after 
Prakash (Padukone) sir (the first Indian to win 
the All England Open Badminton Champion-
ship) trained there and beat them, no other 
person was allowed. A similar experience with 
the Danes made me realise that to go out and train is not 
the answer. We needed to do things on our own.”

The woeful lack of infrastructure—arenas with mod-
ern courts, quality shuttles and trainers—made things 
di�cult. “There was a time when the crowd would laugh at 
my mistakes. It hurt. I was the only Indian in the stadium 
and it hurt my personal and national pride,” he says. These 
experiences, though, motivated Gopichand to start his 
own academy. 

His win at the All England championship in 2001 
proved to be the turning point. “It was important for me 
to win to prove that Indians can win in the modern age of 
badminton where power and fitness were of great impor-
tance. Without that win, I couldn’t have built a coaching 
platform and shown everyone, including my students, 
what we can achieve. Between 1980, when Prakash sir 
won the All England championship, and 2000, we had 
almost lost our connect with badminton,” says Gopichand. 

The win also helped him get the support of the 
government as well as sponsors to build the 
academy. 

Since then, each Olympics has served as 
a stepping stone, beginning with the Beijing 
Games of 2008 when Saina Nehwal’s perfor-
mance (reaching the quarter-finals) put the 
spotlight on badminton at a time when the sport 
did not figure in the priority list in India. “You 
can play a Malaysia Open or an Indonesian 
Open, but unless it is a multi-sport event, people 
are not really watching you in the country,” he 

says. Nehwal’s bronze in the 2012 London Olympic and 
P.V. Sindhu’s silver in the 2016 Rio Games got more at-
tention to the sport. “It did involve a lot of hard work and 
sacrifice, but I loved it because I was passionate about the 
game. It also meant sacrifice for my family. Beyond that, it 
was stamping conviction that I can do it. We need not train 
players abroad, we can do it within our own ecosystem,” 
says Gopichand.

So what does the road ahead look like? “For a  
while, we were producing players only from Hyderabad,” 
he says. “Now we are seeing talent cropping up pan India. 
It is important we streamline the system to provide 
coaches and players with whatever they need and the do-
mestic structure for the sport, too, needs to be organised 
so as to give players an opportunity to push themselves to 
achieve world-class results consistently,” says Gopichand. 
For the moment, all eyes are on Sindhu ahead of Tokyo 
Games 2021. ■  

� Winning big 
Pullela 

Gopichand 
after winning 
the men’s final 
singles against 

China at the 
All England 
Badminton 

Championship, 
2001
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time when the 
crowd would 

laugh at my mis-
takes. It hurt. 
I was the only 
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dium and it hurt 
my personal and 
national pride”



W
hen the unexpected a�ects our 
life, it can sometimes become a 
turning point. In our society, 
individual freedom is not 
respected as much as it should 
be. “I wanted to be educated and 
this wish led me to this point in 
my life,” says Tamil writer 
Perumal Murugan, whose many 

awards and achi evements now include being 
nominated twice for the US National Book Award 
for translated literature. 

In Murugan’s town, his clan consists of 30 
families. Among all of them, he was the first to 
finish Plus 2. In the generation before him, no 
one even believed they would one day be able to 
read and write. If someone knew how to sign, it 
was considered an achievement. Thanks to the 
programmes of the late Tamil Nadu chief minister 
K. Kamaraj (1954-63), his sisters reached primary 
school and learnt to sign their names. His brothers 
reached high school but discontinued their stud-
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“I was shifted to the 
math stream...

P E R U M A L  M U R U G A N , 5 5

The Tamil writer and scholar has 10 
novels to his credit and has been 
nominated twice for the US National 
Book Award for translated literature

...but I told the principal 
I’d drop out if he did not 
allow me to study Tamil 
literature, my passion”

By NANDHU SUNDARAM
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“Even my Tamil teacher, who had read 
all my poems and sent me to competi-

tions, urged me to take up engineering. 
He thought writing poetr y was  

madness. In a way, it is true”

ies after that. They were too scared they 
would fail the 10th school-leaving exams. 

Murugan comes from a family of 
farmers and many of his brethren took to 
working with the soil. Some of them joined 
the trucking community, becoming ‘clean-
ers’ and drivers, a popular profession in 
his hometown Tiruchengode in Namakkal 
district of Tamil Nadu. “Considering the 
situation, it was no mean thing that I fin-
ished Plus Two. I used to write poems even 
then, and the teachers would send them 
to inter-school competitions. My teachers 
and classmates had nicknamed me the 
poet,” recalls the writer. 

Soon, in his house, among the smells of 
cowdung and hay, the fragrance of books 
too made space. They came from roadside 
vendors and from shops in the Palani 
Murugan temple complex. Often, he rent-
ed from the local library. Books, especially 
poetry, were his constant companion. 

He scored good marks in the Plus Two 

finals. All his teachers wanted him to take 
up engineering.  “Only my Tamil teacher, 
who had read all my poems and sent me 
to competitions, did not utter a word. He 
thought writing poetry was madness. And 
in a way it is true. But he said one has to 
come out of that madness at some point. 
He, too, urged me to take up engineering,” 
Murugan recalls. 

Wanting to study Tamil literature, 
Murugan was bewildered. His family was 
willing to let him go to college but didn’t 
want him to leave town and incur addi-
tional expenses. “It was as if a thousand 
hands had joined and wanted to push me 
into something,” he says 

With the writer in such a confused 
state, an elder cousin (who still addresses 
the 55-year-old writer as ‘Kannu’, an 
endearment used for young children), 
gave Murugan the application forms for 
three colleges. To Murugan’s delight, one 
of those o�ered degree courses in Tamil 
literature. “I applied only for that course 
and went to the college after receiving the 
call letter for admission,” he says. 

The professors at the Tamil depart-
ment looked at him as if he was a sheep 
that had lost its way from the flock and 
reached the wrong place. The college prin-
cipal, himself a math major, saw his marks 
and insisted he take up mathematics. For 
Tamil was looked down upon, taken by 
only those had no other option. Murugan 
was not sure what he would achieve in the 
future with the course, but it was Tamil he 
truly wished to study and he was deter-
mined to pursue what he wanted. 

The college kept trying to make him 
choose other courses. On the last day of 
admissions, the principal met Murugan 
and told him that he had been shifted to 
the mathematics course. Murugan laughs 
when he narrates this: “I told the principal 
that if you allow me to study Tamil, I will 
continue or else I will drop out of college.”  
The dejected principal told him to “get 
lost”. “But I am not lost and that is only 
because I chose to study what I wished. 
This education in literature is the prime 
reason for all my happiness,” says Perumal 
Murugan with some satisfaction. ■ 
 

� Young and 
restless

Murugan (cen-
tre) with friends 
during his coll-

ege days in 
Erode
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“Financial hardship 
ruined my plans for a 

Master’s at Cambridge...

A N A N D  K U M A R ,  4 7

His ‘Super 30’ programme, 
o�ering free entrance coaching 
to 30 students every year, has 
produced 510 engineers since  

its launch in 2001

…but inspired me to help poor but talented 
students to crack competitive exams”

By AMITABH SRIVASTAVA

O
ne of Anand Kumar’s 
childhood memories is 
about his father Rajen-
dra Prasad waking him 
up every morning for 
school by touching his 
feet. An embarrassed 
Anand would ask Prasad 
why. His father, a junior 

postal department employee in Patna, 
would explain: “I may not be around the 
day you scale the heights of achievement 
and people hold you in high regard. So I 
am doing my part today itself.” 

Those days, Anand’s family lived 
in a rented house by the railway tracks 
in Patna—their four walls would rattle 
every time a train went by. His parents 
struggled financially and Anand often 
had to borrow books for his schooling. 
But he considers those days as “blessed” 

RAJWANT RAWAT
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“I owe almost my entire success to my late father. An 
ordinar y postal department employee, he taught me to 

dream big and aim to do something world class. It  
continues to inspire me to attain higher goals”

rious students for free—an initiative 
that laid the foundation for Super 
30, launched in 2001 in Patna. The 
idea was to pick 30 meritorious but 
economically disadvantaged students 
and train them for competitive exams, 
such as IIT-JEE. Every year, some 
10,000 aspirants vie for a place in his 
programme. The lucky 30 are provided 
free boarding, lodging and coaching. 
Super 30 has produced 510 engineers 

to date. Of them, 440 qualified for the IITs. 
Anand feels many students in Bihar are good 

in mathematics, but the state’s public schools are 
ill-equipped to o�er them the training and moti-
vation needed to make it big in the field. The gap 
widens all the more for students from vulnerable 
economic backgrounds. I am merely trying to help 
bridge this gulf, says Anand, whose life and works 
inspired the Bollywood film Super 30, starring 
Hrithik Roshan. Some superheroes do not  
wear capes. ■ 

as his parents never allowed him to feel 
inferior to others. “They never put me 
under any pressure whatsoever. They 
encouraged me to think big and excel in 
whatever I wanted to do. I loved math-
ematics and they motivated me to work 
harder on it,” says Anand. 

While pursuing his bachelor’s de-
gree in mathematics, some of Anand’s 
theoretical works were published in 
foreign journals. But his father’s death 
in August 1994 left him strapped for funds and 
unable to go to Cambridge for a master’s in math-
ematics. With Prasad’s retirement benefits taking 
time to reach the family, Anand got down to selling 
papad and wafers on Patna’s streets to make ends 
meet. A year on, he started teaching mathematics 
at several private coaching institutes in the city. 

In 1997, Anand began coaching students under 
the banner of Ramanujan School of Mathematics, 
a club he had launched in 1992 for mathematics 
enthusiasts. He also started coaching poor merito-

� Numbers  
game

Anand Kumar at 
his Ramanujan 

School of 
Mathematics  

in Patna  
in 1992



rowing up, Nawazuddin 
Siddiqui was seen as an 
anomaly in Budhana, a 
village in Muza�arnagar, 
Uttar Pradesh. While most 
preferred to watch popular 
Hindi films televised on 
Sundays, he was more in-
terested in the “art” cinema 
screened on Saturdays. 

Films like Ek Doctor Ki Maut starring 
Pankaj Kapur and Shabana Azmi made a 
profound impression on him. “I remember 
watching it and deciding that whatever field 
I am in, I will innovate and have a sense 
of curiosity,” says Siddiqui. They were also 
leagues apart from the “C grade cinema” 
which played in Budhana’s only hall—a 

makeshift tin-covered property by the river. 
Acting, though, wasn’t a consideration 

for someone like him who, with his dark 
complexion, was teased by the other kids 
as “kallu” or “kaaliya”. “I felt I wasn’t good 
enough, that I am lacking something,” he 
says. Relatives, too, weren’t kind. He recalls 
the time when, in his 20s, his aunt asked 
what he planned to do in life, to which he 
replied “acting”. “She told my mother that 
every mother thinks her child is the most 
beautiful. She said, ‘I am not saying your 
son is ugly, but he’s also not beautiful’.” 

These only lit a fire within Siddiqui to 
do something “special”. “I told myself that 
I will prove my worth by doing something 
di�erent,” he says.

To tread a path, though, that nobody 

G
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“I told myself 
I will prove my 

worth...
N A W A Z U D D I N  S I D D I Q U I , 4 6

Jibes about his dark complexion and appearance by kids his age and his 
relatives, plus his father’s financial struggles, drove the actor to do something 

“special”. With several hits under his belt, he has achieved his goal

...to the kids and my relatives who 
made fun of me, didn’t believe in me”

By SUHANI SINGH
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As INDIA TODAY celebrates its 45th anniversary, a look back at its 
major milestones reveals the determination with which the  

publication has documented every major event in India’s public life, 
providing context, perspective and analyses to its readers across the 
nation and abroad. From its very first issue, published in December 

1975, the magazine has gone from strength to strength, becoming one 
of India’s most-read publications. These excerpts from the letters 

from INDIA TODAY Chairman and Editor-in-Chief Aroon Purie to its 
readers give a glimpse of the hard work and passion that have gone 

into building the magazine into the institution it is today.
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THE 
INCREDIBLE 

JOURNEY

First issue, 
December 15, 

1975
The purpose of ����� ����� is to fill the 

information gap that exists among  
persons residing abroad interested in 

India. The periodic crises and problems 
which developing countries like India 
face receive su�cient coverage in the 

form of statistics and hard news by the 
foreign press. What they do not provide 

is the total perspective in the relevant 
context of what is happening in the 

various fields of Indian concern and 
endeavour…. ����� ����� plans to have 

in-depth reports on the current devel-
opments in politics, economy, business 
and the arts…our endeavour is to pres-

ent a complete picture of India as it is 
today, with its dark as well as light areas, 

and the potentials being realised for 
what it will become tomorrow.
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10th anniversary issue,  
December 11, 1985
People tend to react with surprise when told that ����� ����� 
is 10 years old. For all the action that has been packed into the 
past decade, it seems a short time since the magazine made its 
modest foray into journalism in December 1975. Since then, 
we have been dubbed anti-national (by Mrs Indira Gandhi), 
pro-establishment (vis-a-vis Rajiv Gandhi), practitioners of 
hovercraft journalism (skimming the surface of issues), much 
too serious, and overly political. 

There have been bouquets too, for ����� ����� has won 
increasing reader acceptance…. It has been enormously 
rewarding for everyone at ����� ����� to watch a fledgling 
publication grow to a size few have managed.… The special 
anniversary issue commemorates this decade of the rebirth, 
not merely of media, but of the democratic spirit of India, of 
its transformation from the archetypal country immersed in 
poverty into a nation that is still poor but confidently looking 
ahead. It presents the high points of the last 10 years in a tap-
estry of the best available photographs of the highs and lows 
of the years, reflecting both the hope and despair this country 
has felt and experienced.



The Best of  
India Today, 1990

The luxury of sitting back and taking a historical perspective of 
events comes rarely. For us, this moment came when we decided to 

bring out a special 15th anniversary publication…. The most daunt-
ing challenge lay in the story selection with about 18,000 stories to 
choose from. The e�ort has been not only to select the outstanding 
stories but to provide a flavour of history and continuity…for ����� 

�����, it has been a period of continuous change…. Stories are 
shorter, more crisply written, with greater emphasis on pictures and 

increasing use of colour. We have also catered to the shifting interests 
of our readers by devoting more pages to articles on lifestyle, science, 

behaviour and television. Change is what we thrive on. Hopefully, the 
15 years of change we present in this volume will give you a sense of 

what we have experienced as a nation.

25th anniversary 
issue, December 25,  
2000
Today, ����� �����, in English and its four regional 
language editions, is the single most-read publication 
in the country. Its editorial team has grown to 98. 
The magazine is at the core of a multimedia group 
with television, Internet, music, books and education 
divisions. The Group now has a sta� strength of 1,008, 
of which 330 are journalists. And along the way, we 
fulfilled our original mission by starting, in 1982, an 
international edition that is circulated in 104 countries 
and is very successful.

I’m often asked: what’s the secret of the success? 
I don’t have a specific answer. I know it is not just 
one factor but a combination of many. Perhaps it’s 
the fanatical belief that what matters in a publication 
is editorial excellence and credibility. Spend all 
your resources on getting it right and the rest of the 
financial equation will work itself out. For better or 
worse, we are an editorially-driven media organisation 
as against a marketing one.

Protect your credibility at any cost. You are only as 
vulnerable as you want to be. If you make a mistake, 
apologise and try and make amends. Write for the 
reader, not for the journalists. Make your page striking 
with elegant design, relevant pictures and stylish 
writing. And above all, never be satisfied.
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30th anniversary 
issue, December 
26, 2005

35th anniversary issue, December 27, 2010

40th anniversary issue, December 21, 2015

The mainstream media, as 
it exists today, will almost 
vanish. People will get news 
and analyses any time of the 
day or night at the click of a 
computer mouse or by tap-
ping a few keys on their cell 
phones—as text, in voice, 
on video or in all the three 
forms. Only those media 
organisations that can deliv-
er news across mediums, 
and do so well, will sur-
vive…. Yet, the change won’t 
be only in delivery. A bigger 
change will take place in 
content. The Next Big Thing 
will be interactivity…. These 
changes will come sooner 
than we think and the cur-
rent media can only ignore 
them at its peril.

There will be enormous 

changes, but what will not 
die is the art of story-telling 
in whichever form it comes. 
Compelling, well-told sto-
ries will always have a mar-
ket. We at ����� ����� hope 
to continue to excel at that 
for the next 30 years.

This issue is a land-
mark in our history. At 384 
pages, it is the biggest issue 
we have produced. It has 
concentrated on the num-
ber 30, featuring 30 living 
legends, 30 people turning 
30 and 30 turning points 
in history, along with guest 
columns from an array of 
experts, among them two 
prime ministers, one cur-
rent, Manmohan Singh,  
and one former, Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee.

Personal memories apart, in the past 35 years, India saw the extreme as well as the 
redeeming passions of democracy, ranging from the totalitarian temptations of Indira 

Gandhi to the election of the first non-Congress government at the Centre, from the 
assassinations of Indira and Rajiv Gandhi to the rise of Sonia and Rahul Gandhi, 

from the demolition of the Babri Masjid to the 26/11 attack on Mumbai, from Bofors 
to 2G spectrum. When we started, India was a closed market of licence raj; today, the 
growth rate of one of the world’s fastest growing economies is sustained by a bold and 

ambitious entrepreneurial class. In cinema and literature, too, the Indian story has 
gone global. To keep pace with change, ����� �����, too, changed. Stagnation is the 

enemy of journalism as well…. This commemorative issue is a celebration of transfor-
mation, featuring essays, profiles and conversations.

A magazine is only as good as the people who work for it. I know this may be true for 
many industries, but I don’t think it applies with the same force as it does to a publica-
tion. There is no secret sauce or technology which can replace the creative brain power 
required to produce a magazine.... Each issue has to be di�erent and fresh, as it is per-
ishable too. This special issue you hold in your hands is our 1,491st issue after 40 years 
without a break. I’ve been the editor of the magazine for these past four decades and the 
magazine has had the good fortune of having a legion of India’s most talented journal-
ists working for it. This issue is a tribute to that talent.

I asked 36 former and two current colleagues to write about the big events or sub-
jects they covered. I wrote to them with a sense of trepidation for I had not been in touch 
with many of them for some time and thought they, having moved on, may be reluctant. 
However, the alacrity and enthusiasm of the responses from all of them warmed my 
heart. It meant there was still a piece of ����� ����� in them. Their articles chronicle the 
great transformation India has gone through in politics, economy, technology, militancy, 
films, media, sport, as well as the rise and fall of our leaders and their parties.
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Alia Bhatt on launching her conscious clothing 
label for kids, Ed-a-Mamma, lessons from 2020  

and her upcoming big releases

CONSCIOUSLY
STYLISH

Q  How much are you able to  
practise conscious clothing? Do you 

seek designers that prioritise  
conservation in their work ethos?
It’s not easy. One of the reasons is 

accessibility. There aren’t too many 
brands that have successfully adopted 
an eco-e�ciency strategy. But I read 
this line which said that fashion runs 
on the biggest source of renewable 

energy—human creativity. I hope more 
brands are able to o�er eco-friendly 

yet a�ordable solutions.

Q  Was venturing into conscious  
clothing always on the agenda?

I’ve always wanted to launch a fashion 
label but wasn’t sure if we needed 

another one. I felt we were missing a 
world-class, Indian kids’ clothing brand. 

I was working on a series of stories 
about a little girl and her dog saving the 
planet from ecological harm. I thought 
to continue telling the stories through 
clothes and other products. We had 
planned to  launch earlier in 2020 but  

the lockdown meant we had  
to restrategise.

Q  2020 brought its unique  
sets of challenges. How did you go 

about confronting yours?
It hasn’t been an easy year  

for anyone. I used my time o� to 
complete a course in creative  

writing. The pandemic has taught all of 
us to be kind to one another and  

to the planet. I hope we can  
carry this learning into  

the new year.

Q   In 2021, we will see you in two  
big films—Brahmastra and  

Gangubai Kathiawadi—and then an 
even bigger production, RRR, in 2022. 
Is it just happenstance that the can-

vas of your upcoming films is big?
My choice of films is primarily based on 
the story and my hunger for good roles. 
Then comes the people associated with 

the project. With certain people, their 
work speaks louder. The scale  

of projects is totally the director’s  
prerogative on how he or she  

wants to tell the story.






