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Introduction: Lifespaces







‘We used to live right there, man. Now, it's all business. India is at the centre of the world now, bhai. And I . . . I am at the centre . . . of the centre.’


Salim, Slumdog Millionaire 





 


‘Please, make yourself at home. I’ll be with you in just a minute.’


With a hospitable wave of the hand, the president of Mahindra Lifespaces directs me to a sofa on the far side of his penthouse office.


A dapper gent of India’s old school, Mr Nanda is close to retirement. He is wearing an immaculately tailored suit and exudes a refined yet roguish charm.


On the desk in front of him sits an orderly pile of paperwork. He leafs through the pages, signing some with a flourish and pushing others to one side.


A long bank of windows runs along the side of the room. I gaze out at the muddling cityscape of Mumbai, a conglomeration of vertical skyscrapers and horizontal slums. I am surprised to see a flower garden on the rooftop below.


The company president puts down his pen and strides across the room. His steps are long and his leather-soled shoes leave a visible trail in the thick carpet, like the tracks of a small mammal on virgin snow.


He takes a seat in the high-backed armchair opposite me. It is late morning. He has a lunch appointment. What would I like to know?


I explain about a visit I’d made to Mahindra World City a few weeks beforehand. Touted by Mahindra as India’s first ‘integrated business city’, the multi-million-dollar real-estate project is Mr Nanda’s brainchild.


The futuristic township lies on a sprawling patch of wasteland outside Chennai (formerly known as Madras), one of a cluster of mega-cities that Indians affectionately refer to as their ‘metros’. It took an hour to get there from the airport. A clogged line of commuter traffic crawled slowly into town in the opposite direction. Heading against the flow, we’d sped along.


I had gone at the behest of a business magazine, which had got wind of the project’s eco-credentials and asked me to check them out. Through a perfect white smile, a PR girl had used the drive to laud the company’s environmental achievements. An earnest delegation of local management then spent the remainder of the day reinforcing the message. Our tour took in the tertiary water-treatment plant and biodegradable waste unit, the rainwater catchment systems and smart-drip irrigation processes. The development’s large natural lake and protected forest stood untouched, they’d insisted.


The magazine’s editor was impressed. So was I. Not just because of the City’s green innovations. Everything about the place, the whole package, struck me as extraordinary. A scale model in the City’s visitor centre mapped it all out in miniature. On one side, hundreds of modern duplexes pointed towards a puddle of blue paint depicting the lake. Some are already complete, others still under construction. A circuit-board of private roads connects driveway to driveway. Within the community gates no convenience is overlooked, from the international school and shopping arcade to the restaurant court and leisure centre. All are for residents only. A fence runs around the site’s perimeter to ensure outsiders remain just that.


The City is registered as an Export Processing Zone and sets its clock by business hours. Whole neighbourhoods hum to the sound of machinery. Automotive suppliers occupy one entire district. Apparel manufacturers, another. Their factories churn out brake parts and branded underwear for the global market. The brightest and the best of the City’s corporate residents live in ‘Cybervale’, Mahindra’s stab at an Indian Silicon Valley. The high-tech enclave houses some of the country’s largest information technology firms. Their gargantuan offices of glass and steel rise incongruously from the surrounding scrub.


Mahindra World City is almost as exceptional for what it lacks as for what it contains. The privately owned metropolis boasts no temple or cremation ground, no market stalls or rickshaws. Public commons are absent, replaced by landscaped verges and impossibly green lawns watered by timer-controlled sprinklers. The grass is trimmed by motorised lawnmowers, not grazing cows or goats. Sixth Avenue, the main boulevard, is free of India’s usual bustle and flurry. Tropical palms are set at perfect equidistance along its route. It has no footpath. In Mahindra World City, everyone drives, cycles or travels by company bus.


I have visited India on several occasions, the first time as an adventure-hungry school-leaver fifteen years ago. Mahindra World City is different from anything I saw on those previous trips. The scale of its ambition, the breadth of its vision, the size of its budget – all would have been inconceivable a decade ago.


Yet there it is, taking shape in the Tamil countryside. Not a mirage, but a functioning fragment of tomorrow. How could that be? That’s what I want to know.


The company president tugs stiffly at the cuffs of his shirt and clears his throat. If I don’t mind, he’ll start with the big picture. India has over five thousand towns and nearly four hundred cities, he begins. Between them, they accommodate more than three hundred million people, just over a quarter of India’s population. The country’s urban residents are set to nearly double over the next twenty years.


‘Imagine, two hundred and forty million more people. Our cities are already bursting at the seams as it is.’


He pauses to allow me to digest the figures. Roughly four times the population of the UK. The numbers, indeed, are baffling. But then numbers in the world’s second most populous country often are.


Next come the demographics. In debonair tones, the real-estate boss tells me of India’s ‘demographic dividend’. More than half of all Indians are currently under the age of twenty-five. With the youngest working population on the planet, India has the potential to become the world’s factory. Get it right and it could become its chief service provider too.


Neither outcome will materialise, he stresses, unless the country sorts out its cities. India’s metropolises, not the countryside, will provide the jobs of tomorrow. For that to happen, the existing urban infrastructure must be completely overhauled.


The president checks his watch. He has a couple more minutes. His focus narrows.


Mahindra Lifespaces cannot remodel India’s cities alone. What it can do is create ‘islands of excellence’. The World City, he hopes, will prove to be exactly that. The Indian-owned property-development firm is already pouring billions of rupees into a second such project outside Jaipur, the capital of Rajasthan. Mr Nanda’s urban archipelago of next-generation cities is taking shape.


There is one more motivation he’d like to share. Just quickly. It is of a more personal nature. He was sitting at his desk one evening, pointing across his spacious office, when an up-and-coming manager knocked on the door. ‘We had some business to wrap up. It was late.’ In the paternalistic way of old-style managers, the president had asked after the junior’s family. The question brought unexpected tears to the younger man’s eyes. He had a newborn daughter, he’d explained. He barely got to see her.


The president believes India’s talented youth merit more. A two-hour commute, a tiny flat on the edge of town, a complete lack of family time. Is that the sum of all their efforts, what the citizens of New India have to look forward to? ‘This poor kid graduated from a good engineering college. He’s got a good MBA. He deserves better.’ Which is where Mr Nanda’s vision for the World City comes in. Everything under one roof. A place to Work, Live, Learn, Play, as the company’s motto puts it.


‘Now you will excuse me, I trust. My lunch appointment is calling.’


Returning to India was never going to be easy. Much had changed, me included. No longer was I a carefree singleton with a backpack. This time, I came with a wife and two small children. The country had moved on too. I had read about the enormous transformations of recent years – about the country’s software boom, its expanding megalopolises, its nuclear weapons, its soaring stock markets, its millionaire entrepreneurs, its expanding middle class, its global stature. India’s economy is booming, the headlines trumpet. Asia’s elephant is finally awaking. After years in the economic doldrums, it is slowly but surely making good its potential.


Yet could so much have changed? Changes sufficient to create something as grand, confident and frankly un-Indian as the World City? No, that I hadn’t expected. Perhaps in a Gulf state or Southern California, but India? This was the land of choked thoroughfares and magnificent old palaces, of bearded sadhus and bedi-smoking beggars, of rattling trains and clapped-out buses, was it not?


Of course, as images go, mine may be off the mark. After all, my earliest impressions of India started out-of-date: some yellowing photographs of a grandfather who served in the dying days of the Raj; stories of my mother’s premature birth in the blood-soaked weeks after Partition. Then little else for years bar bedtime stories of Mowgli and the childhood friendship of a few very anglicised, second-generation émigrés.


Not until late adolescence would my perspective on India be updated. For almost a year, I taught English and travelled. The first activity took me to a monastery outside the Himalayan tea-station of Darjeeling. The second led me all over. With hindsight, both offered only a partial view of the country. My teaching experience, because it was spent primarily with a monastic order of Tibetan Buddhists. My time on the road, because I was too wrapped up in my own agenda. I longed for something Other, something enchanting, something utterly different from anywhere else I knew. I was determined that India should be that place and subconsciously resolved to see it so. Any evidence to the contrary, I edited out.


I returned home smitten and lovingly pasted photos of mahoots and mystics into an album. There my image of India languished: a land of wonder and exoticism, happily and securely detached from the world around it. Anything I read or experienced thereafter, I saw through this basic prism. Specific events forced some amendments, naturally. A more recent trip introduced me to the ubiquity of mobile phones and the expansion of cheap air travel, for instance. These I treated as rare exceptions: contemporary phenomena that didn’t alter India’s age-old essence.


Mahindra World City and the company’s smooth-talking president have now left me in a quandary. What kind of country could create such a place? Its modernist pretensions and international flavour share nothing whatsoever with the India of my imagination. Either the City is an anomaly, a freakish invention that runs against the grain, or my perceptions are misplaced – it had to be one or the other.


A hunch pointed me towards the latter. The instinct grows as I look about me. As though for the first time, I see the quantity of people wearing Western clothes and driving foreign cars. The more I probe, the more I sense a shift in people’s attitudes, and a new-found confidence too. Is this the ‘New India’ of which writers and commentators are beginning to speak?


Until now, I had not given the term much credence. Only a few years ago, all the talk was of ‘Shining India’. This idea of a glowing nirvana always struck me as premature at best and downright mendacious at worst. India’s economic growth rate may be riding high, but many millions of its citizens continue to live unresplendent lives dulled by poverty. Likewise ‘New India’ has a presumptuous ring to it, as if the Old had upped and gone.


Yet, if the country is indeed changing, then perhaps New India is as good a name as any. A transitory place, not necessarily divorced from the Old, yet not wedded to it either. Nor must the term be entirely material. Could it not point to a change in spirit, a shift in perception? That notion of a country on the move would certainly fit with the evolving dream of Mahindra Lifespaces’ president.


The idea excites me. For many years, India has exerted a compelling pull on my imagination. That is as true now as when I first visited as an impressionable teenager. Privately, I’m keen to update my understanding of the country. The integrity of my memories, if nothing else, demands that I take a fresh look.


Broader issues attract me too. The world, not just India, has changed much since my first visit in the mid-1990s. The East is on the rise. Alongside China, India is predicted to become an increasingly important player on the global stage. If and how that happens depends on many factors. Some will originate outside the country – issues of global finance, world trade, geopolitics and the like. The most important, however, will unfold within India’s own borders. The connotations of how New India sees itself and what makes it tick could therefore be profound, both for the sub-continent itself and for the world looking in.


Drawing any definitive conclusions from a collective of more than one billion individuals is a treacherous task. In India, even the exceptions run into millions, as the late Bengali writer Nirad Chaudhuri once said. This book provides no comprehensive macro-narrative nor any catch-all explanations. My intent and direction lie elsewhere. My overarching goal is to gain a flavour of this place, New India, through its people, through their hopes and their passions, their opinions and their perceptions. Given that New India’s future will be written by its youth, it is their voices that I seek out primarily.


Such an approach is unapologetically subjective. Anecdote is not analysis. Nor should it be. Yet as a way of taking a nation’s temperature, of prodding and seeing what gives, I can think of no better.


New India is taking flight and I resolve to scramble on board. As a point of embarkation, I head to Bengaluru. I have an appointment with Captain Gopinath, the man who gave the nation wings.
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Enterprise
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Self-Made Sahibs


[entrepreneurialism]







‘Apparently, sir, you Chinese are far ahead of us [Indians] in every respect, except that you don't have entrepreneurs. And our nation, though it has no drinking water, electricity, sewage system, public transportation, sense of hygiene, discipline, courtesy, or punctuality, does have entrepreneurs.’


Aravind Adiga, The White Tiger





Bengaluru


Captain Gopinath offers me a cold beer. As he prises off the bottle-top, the whoosh of gas disturbs Leo, his one-year-old Labrador, who looks up alarmed from the pillow of his big black paws. Seeing all is calm, he returns to his slumbers, nodding off at his master’s feet to the rhythmic buzz of insects around the poolside light.


It’s close to ten o’clock. We’re sitting on the paved garden terrace of Captain Gopinath’s heritage-status bungalow. The night has crept in on us, stealthily, the glow of a million street-lamps cheating the evening of a graceful farewell. My host apologises for the time. It’s been back-to-back meetings all week. Tomorrow morning, he’s leaving for a business trip to the US. Another round of funding. ‘But now, now’s good,’ he says. ‘So let’s talk.’


I expected him to have a commanding presence, but his demeanour is modest and his tone warm. Legs crossed, he is dressed in an ankle-length dhoti. The cotton garment is entirely white but for a narrow navy line running along the trim. His back is impeccably straight, a throwback to his army days as a younger man. He slowly strokes his greying moustache. His other hand reaches into a bowl of masala chips.


The house is located down an exclusive cul-de-sac just off Vittal Mallya Road in central Bengaluru. The ambient noise is remarkably hushed, as if the tree-lined garden were somehow soundproofed. The grand, two-storey building looks squat beside the towering apartment blocks that now surround it. Captain Gopinath is a recent arrival to the neighbourhood and has just given the house a tasteful refit. Inside, thriving ferns stand tall in empty corners and loom behind sofas like the feathers on a peacock. The presence of so much greenery gives back to the listed building something of its original colonial feel.


Captain Gopinath – ‘Please, call me Gopi’ – is in ebullient mood. A recital of his favourite Carnatic folk music earlier that evening has warmed his senses. He directs our discussion to the content of his bookshelves. ‘My father was a published poet, did you know?’ Since his student days, he’s cherished a fondness for Tolstoy and the Russian greats. Emerson’s essays. Mandela’s Long Walk to Freedom. Tagore, of course. No management books, though. Only a few biographies of business people that he particularly admires. Vernacular authors occupy a section to themselves. At school, he was taught in the regional Kannada language. His daughter, on the other hand, is studying English literature at Liverpool University. Both facts are points of pride for the one-time village boy.


‘But you haven’t come to natter about books. What is it you would like to know?’ he says, reaching for his own glass of beer.


Gopi’s colourful curriculum vitae is already well known to me from his autobiography. A recent best-seller, Simply Fly sticks faithfully to the rags-to-riches storyline: started out with nothing (born into a remote village in Karnataka, Brahmin parents educated but penniless, walked to school), escaped his fate (winning a place at the distinguished National Defence Academy, joining the army, rising up the ranks, fighting in the Indo-Pakistani War of 1971), had an early-life crisis (injured in a climbing accident, bedridden, much spiritual soul-searching, resigning his papers, buying a motorbike, travelling the US and India), found his purpose (becoming a farmer, getting into debt, getting out of debt, finding a wife, winning acclaim as a silkworm cultivator), changed direction (setting up a motorbike dealership, buying a small hotel, establishing a stockbrokerage firm, launching an agricultural consultancy, running for public office), took a risk (moving to Bengaluru, purchasing a helicopter, purchasing another, starting to ferry rich clients around), struck on a good idea (pioneering low-cost flying, opening new routes to small towns, taking on the big boys, becoming India’s largest domestic airline), and made his millions (selling up, pocketing a fortune). And, come the closing chapter, India’s aspiring classes have themselves a modern-day hero: the self-made man, the archetypal Indian entrepreneur.


A smartly attired houseboy appears from the shadows with two hot chicken kati rolls. My host waves towards the cutlery. ‘You must try the dhal too,’ he insists, pushing a small bowl of lentil paste across the glass-topped table towards me.


I had arrived at the electric gate of Gopi’s home with two parallel images of the successful Indian entrepreneur. The first finds its origin in real life. From India’s rich list, in fact. Men – they are predominantly men – like steel tycoon Lakshmi Mital, planetary industrialist Mukesh Ambani and his sibling Anil, and beverage giant Vijay Mallya. Cut-throat deals and takeover bids occupy their days. Rich food and private clubs, their nights. They are the rough-handed, handsomely attired heirs of Old India, cast into the New with weapons of wealth and patronage, confidence and contacts. Every bit as imperious as the most powerful of the maharajas who preceded them, they are the Entrepreneur Monarchs.


The second image owes even less claim to reality. Its voice is that of the bustling marketplace, its stride that of modern India. It finds its essence in Balram Halwai, the fictional owner of a Bengaluru-based taxi firm. My introduction to him came via Aravand Adiga, in his fast-paced novel The White Tiger. The son of a rickshaw-puller and a one-time chauffeur, Adiga’s creation is frank and ambitious, street-smart and irreverent. He is also a murderer. He slits the throat of his employer Ashok, and pockets a suitcase of his money to get his foot on the business ladder. It’s not the crime that dominates my mental picture of Balram, but his hunger: a hunger to escape his social confines, to move up in the world, to break out of the prison of poverty in which his birth has trapped him. He is the entrepreneur who longs to be rich so that he may no longer be poor. He is the one I see staring back at me from the traffic lights, eyes filled with hurt and hate and vengeance. He is the Famished Entrepreneur.


Gopi’s ease has disarmed me. His hospitable welcome, the singular way in which he looks me in the eye as he talks, the absence of flash cars in his driveway, the works of local artists on his walls, the fact his wife runs a bakery – all speak of a different character from those occupying my imagination.


Then my memory triggers a phrase from his autobiography. I read it back to him from my notebook. ‘My story is the story of New India.’ The words had sounded trite when I first read them, an all-too-obvious trope scripted by his marketing people. I ask if he might flesh out the phrase in his own words. What does it mean to him?


India’s Mr Ryanair sits forward, suddenly animated. His homeland, maybe for historical reasons, whatever, has always been a ‘diffident country’, he explains. When he set up Air Deccan in 2003, India was emerging as a new nation. ‘You could feel it, you could touch it.’ He grabs at the air, clenching his fist and turning his wrist as he does so. ‘It was vibrant, resurgent. There was a spring in its step. These were all things that were not there earlier.’


He talks quickly, in soft, precise English. After a brief pause, he recollects an experience to illustrate his point.


‘I remember once driving through one of the villages close to my farm. I found a board in the centre of the village saying “Computer School”. So I parked up. I found a young guy there from the village, who had done his diploma in computer science. He hadn’t found a job when he graduated so he’d started a school. Running a business doesn’t seem odd because of examples like this. The vision of business as a preserve of the rich, of privilege – it’s changing.’


I enjoy the anecdote. It turns out that he has a cupboard-load of them. He reaches into the drawer and pulls out another. This one also features a journey, on this occasion by helicopter. He was flying over a village in a nearby rural district when he saw something glinting in the sun below, dozens of silver pools refracting the light. His curiosity piqued, he dropped down to get a closer look. Could I guess what it was? I couldn’t, eh? They were TV-dish antennas, dozens of them. Star TV, Tata Sky, Airtel Digital, Sun Direct, all now inextricably built into India’s rural landscape. Could I believe it? ‘Oh my God,’ I thought at that moment. ‘This is a different country.’


The fact that things are changing is not lost on me. Anyone who arrives in Bengaluru International Airport cannot escape the fact. Fifteen years ago, I had rocked up in the same city on an overnight train from Chennai. Back then, travel was, almost by definition, a hot and time-consuming experience. But it was one you shared with millions of others, which, in a sense, made it endurable, even enjoyable. Today, for many new arrivals to Bengaluru, the grit and grime have gone. They drop in from the sky on cheap chartered planes and taxi up to a shimmering terminus. ‘Welcome to Karnataka: the knowledge hub of Asia,’ a huge advertising hoarding in Arrivals tells them. ‘700+ MNCs [multinational corporations] have reaped Karnataka’s abundance,’ another proclaims.


‘But, tell me, how does your story in particular reflect this new India?’ I ask, trying to move the conversation on to more personal ground.


By ‘your’, however, he hears ‘Air Deccan’. In that sense the two stories are symbiotic. India is a country of a billion or more hungry people, he continues. At the same time, it can be seen as a billion or more hungry customers. That’s what the TV dishes taught him. In the future, India will have just one class: the consumer.


Cue his big idea: modern people like to fly; what they need is a low-cost model to help them do so.


Within four months of his inaugural flight, he was presiding over India’s largest airline. His fleet of aircraft expanded by a plane per month throughout the first four years. It quickly became, to use the former army captain’s own words, ‘a massive business’. More than that, it proved the precursor of a gigantic industry. India’s no-frills airlines now transport over fifty million passengers per year, more than the entire population of Spain. Many of them have never flown before.


There’s a metaphor here, surely? A symbol of the nation taking off? I put the suggestion to the aviation pioneer.


He responds with another anecdote. Again, it is travel-related, this time about a passenger on a flight from Delhi to Bengaluru. ‘She was an uneducated lady. As we were disembarking, she recognised me from my picture in the in-flight magazine. She looked towards the cockpit and pointed to the pilot in the seat. Then she quoted a passage from the Ramayana. The bit when the Hanuman carries a mountain in his hand . . .’


I look quizzical.


‘ . . . Hanuman, you know?’


I nod. The Hindu deity, a loyal defendant of Sri Lord Rama and avatar of Shiva.


‘Well, because he was so powerful, he was sent to a mountain in the Himalayas to get a life-restoring herb. Lakshmana, the companion of Ram, was unconscious and had to be revived. But Hanuman didn’t know which herb to take, so he took the whole mountain instead . . .’ Quick thinking.


I nod again.


‘. . . The woman made a sign like this . . .’


He cups his hand, as if weighing up a juicy melon at the market.


‘. . . All the old calendars and pictures show Hanuman like this, flying with the mountain in his hand. She imagined that scene. And she kept telling me the pilot who was flying the plane was like Hanuman . . .’


I find myself smiling. There is something of the raconteur about this inveterate entrepreneur. He speaks with his facial muscles as much as his larynx. Storytelling comes naturally to him.


The memory of the old lady prompts him to recall other notable passengers. The Dalai Lama tops his list. Tibet’s spiritual leader used to fly regularly from the base of his exiled government in Dharamsala to the Indian capital, Delhi. In fact, a photograph of the beaming monk sitting by the emergency exit appears in Air Deccan’s early publicity materials.


The village-boy-turned-entrepreneur has a vignette or phrase for all the famous people with whom he’s crossed paths: the Indian guru Sai Baba (‘He has his little kingdom’), British entrepreneur Richard Branson (‘He had a notebook and he kept writing and writing’), and Men are From Mars author John Gray (‘He was crazy for temples and swamis’).


I ask about the celebrity businessman Vijay Mallya. The question brings the line of conversation to a sudden stop. The brewing magnate happens to live next door to Gopi’s bungalow. It’s his father’s name that’s attached to the main road at the end of the street. Gopi and Mallya’s back gardens meet. Their minds, however, do not.


By late 2007, the dreams of the cheap-flights pioneer were taking a nosedive. Competition had grown fierce. Air Deccan pilots and engineers were deserting to rival companies. Passengers were migrating. The airline needed more planes. Gopi needed more money to buy them. For months, Mallya had been making overtures towards him. The Air Deccan founder recounts the ‘awe’ he felt on entering his palatial home to discuss a possible deal. But for Gopi, a merger was a non-starter. Mallya wanted too much control. Old Money India, the ex-army officer foresaw, would quickly swallow the New. The Kingfisher boss promised otherwise. With losses of one crore (ten million) rupees a day, Gopi’s room for manoeuvre was shrinking. Then the Indian stock market crashed. Reluctantly, the aviation entrepreneur sold his stake.


The businessman in him rationalises events as best he can. ‘The market was white-hot,’ he says. ‘I didn’t have the right to gamble on other people’s money.’ Captain Gopinath, the self-made man, is still smarting though. In person, Mallya is ‘charming, very generous’, he admits. In business, forget it. ‘He becomes a very different man. He is very clear about what he wants to do.’ And it didn’t involve poor Gopi. Air Deccan was subsumed and the airline’s founder sidelined. Just as predicted.


It does not require a military strategist to have seen the ugly end of the Kingfisher–Deccan ‘alliance’. Culturally, the men are miles apart. Mallya, the Entrepreneur Monarch, is not for sharing. Overweight and over-the-top, the millionaire’s son revels in his self-concocted image as ‘King of the Good Times’. For the price of a small regal state, he has pegged his whisky brand to a Premier League cricket team (‘Royal Challengers’) and his philosophy to a Formula One team (‘Force India’).


Gopi, in contrast, doesn’t really do sponsorship. Creating jobs in a country that lacks them: that, in his mind, summarises his main social contribution as an entrepreneur. Nor does he go in for brash branding. Plastered on the fuselage of Deccan planes rode an image of The Common Man. Forever dressed in a dhoti and checked coat, the well-loved, homespun creation of Times of India cartoonist R. K. Laxman represents the very antithesis of excess and frivolity. The Common Man champions the poor and lampoons the powerful. He abhors corruption and espouses good sense. For Gopinath, Laxman’s comic creation points to the ‘true wealth’ of India, to ‘those who till the land, make the bread, turn the lathe’. No, the two neighbours were never destined to get along. They inhabit different orbits.


The serial entrepreneur breaks off for a second or two. He looks up at the night sky. The moonlight blinks between the clouds, rebounding off the black-blue surface of the swimming pool. It’s close to midnight and his thoughts, at last, turn upon himself.


If he had to define his career, he says reflectively, then it would be that of a ‘first-generation entrepreneur’. The term is fundamental to his self-perception. In a country of business dynasties, his rookie status sets him apart. He started with nothing, only his wits and a willingness to work hard. There was no one to bankroll his early ventures or pick up the bill after his mistakes. Not that this was a total disadvantage. In the long run, he credits his lack of resources for making him ‘hungrier and faster and more innovative’.


The connection between necessity and invention is irrefutable, he insists. Personal experience has taught him that. The belief explains one of his stranger-sounding business maxims: ‘Your business will succeed only when you can’t pay your rent, you can’t pay salaries, you can’t buy your wife a sari.’ Of course, the wealth and contacts that come with inherited affluence have their advantages. Yet equally they can act as a drag, turning the lean fat and the agile lazy. As he sees things, it’s a ‘rise and fall of the Roman Empire kind of scenario’. Sat indoors on Gopi’s study shelf, Gibbon would be pleased.


Hunger, as well. Starting with zero, constantly playing catch-up, standing alone, just you and the world. First-generation entrepreneurs know this well. And it gives them an appetite and energy for success. ‘There was no exhaustion in me,’ he says about his sale of his low-cost airline. ‘I didn’t say, “Oh my God, I’ve finished Air Deccan and now I’ll do nothing, just sit back and have lunch.”’


He credits his fellow countrymen with the same hunger. ‘If you go to any road junction in India, people come and sell you things – flowers, mobile-phone cases, books, goggles.’ I smile in assent, recognising the scene only too well. He is right. India has no need for out-of-town shopping centres. Most items are laid out, ready for purchase, on the country’s roadsides. ‘No one is begging for alms.’


The point is exaggerated, but the underlying message clear: Indians are industrious. He rams home the point. ‘I get a million letters a day asking me to give their father a job or their sister a job or their son a job. Whatever, it could be a job as an office boy, or as a clerk, or as a pilot. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that everybody wants to work.’ Again, the observation proves hard to dispute. Rarely do you see idle hands in India. There are too many mouths to feed, for one thing. And too little help to call upon, for another.


Optimism, as well. Of all the aspects of his story and facets of his character, for Gopi, this is the characteristic of his New India that overrides all others. The former farmer talks of ‘plunging headlong into new ventures’. He is forever ‘throwing himself unthinking into things’. He likes to boast of never having commissioned a business plan. Self-belief and gut instinct convince him of success. ‘You don’t need a McKinsey report to tell you.’ His optimism has a naive, almost foolhardy edge to it. A driving force of his thinking, he admits, is ‘an innate reluctance to analyse the negatives’. That’s how it was when he left the army to set up a farm on land he’d never seen and with soil he’d never tested. So, too, when he applied for a commercial license to fly a helicopter that he had no money to buy, or when he started an airline service for people unaccustomed to flying, travelling to places without airports. ‘It’s sometimes like jumping off a cliff and then trying to figure out a way of landing.’


Not that he is repentant. Far from it. He even confesses how his ‘blind, inextinguishable optimism’ has landed him in trouble. The hurt from overstretching himself at Air Deccan and being forced to sell stings to this day. He refuses to dwell on it, though. ‘In fact, it’s also what’s got me where I am,’ he counteracts.


The circle is repeating itself once more. Express logistics, the undaunted enthusiast believes, is where the future lies. He throws out the numbers. In the US, it is a fifty-five-billion-dollar industry. In Europe, thirty-five billion. In China, seven billion. ‘And in India?’ He waits for a response. ‘A mere six hundred million.’


The Captain, at the helm, embarking on a new voyage, is intoxicated with hope. ‘I see things so clearly. This thing just can’t fail.’


A few weeks later I am heading across town. It is rush-hour in Bengaluru, a phrase of which India’s rapidly expanding cities make an absolute mockery. The traffic does not rush. Ever. It crawls. And it does so interminably, hour after hour, day after day.


Out of the window, angry horns scream. Sweat gathers on the line of my collar. The taxi’s fan, a minute, stick-on contraption robbed from an office desk, whirrs noisily. It provides a steady flow of tepid, unwanted air. I look around at the cars and buses and trucks and bikes, all wedged in beside me on the road, jolting together in a slowed-down staccato. The Great Indian River Dance of Traffic edges forward.


Since my poolside chat a fortnight before, I’ve been pondering on Captain Gopinath the Metaphor. He fits neither of my earlier preconceptions. That is no bad thing. For one, timing is on his side. Entrepreneur Monarchs may still abound, but their star is waning. New India casts itself as an open-opportunity enterprise. Its citizens are not subjects. They are masters of their own fate. Nor is Gopinath Famished as such. Hungry, yes. But India’s aviation pioneer is no Balram Halwai. He takes risks, not retribution. He concentrates on being upbeat, not downtrodden. Hope, not hurt, directs his entrepreneurial energies. New India is the same. He is, I’d settled, the epitome of the Optimistic Entrepreneur. But how characteristic is he of his times?


The previous week, I’d fought the same downtown traffic to make the acquaintance of some of Bengaluru’s other stellar entrepreneurs. My first stop saw me deposited in an industrial zone along the Hosur Road highway at the forecourt of a large hospital. The no-frills healthcare complex does not look like the venue for one of India’s most innovative businessmen, but then Narayana Hrudayalaya is no ordinary hospital. A pioneer in the Walmart-isation of medical treatment – high volumes, low costs, quick turnarounds – its world-class clinicians perform about ten times the number of cardiac surgeries as the average US hospital. And they do so at about half the cost. To ensure equitable access, the hospital’s administrators take the fees of the rich to subsidise the operations of the poor. Couple that with a micro-insurance scheme, which counts over three million low-income members, and this Robin Hood of healthcare is on the way to bringing heart surgery to all – regardless of a person’s ability to pay.


The mastermind behind Narayana Hrudayalaya is Dr Devi Shetty. The former physician to Mother Teresa, he is one of Asia’s top cardiologists. We’d talked in his consulting room. All the while, the heart of his previous patient had been beating methodically on a wide-screen electrocardiogram behind him. Handsome, intelligent and charming, Dr Shetty is the kind of man every mother dreams of for their daughter. He’d talked passionately about his ambition of ‘disassociating healthcare from affluence’, of bringing heart surgery to the ninety-two per cent of Indians who currently can’t afford it, and of ushering in a generation of medical professionals who could differentiate between ‘need and greed’.


The plan is taking off. The charismatic medical entrepreneur has similar units in Kolkata (formerly Calcutta) and Hyderabad, and new ones going up in Jaipur, Jamshedpur and Ahmedabad. He’s exporting his low-cost model too. The blueprints have already been drawn up for a cardiology facility in the Cayman Islands aimed at low-income Americans.


Another stop in my tour brought me to the gates of 24/7 Customer. The round-the-clock ‘business processing outsourcing’ firm, or BPO, was one of the earliest Indian companies to jump on board the call-centre boom. In the glass-walled atrium of the company’s headquarters, the security staff had divested me of my laptop, phone and voice recorder. For the sake of data protection, they even compounded my memory stick. ‘Your Customer. Our Passion’, read a banner above the reception counter, as large as a sail.


Nagarajan (‘Nags’), the founder and ‘Chief People Officer’, is a fit, smooth-talking man with an American twang and expensive spectacles. By his own confession, he lives and breathes customer service. And he expects his eight and a half thousand employees around the world to do the same.


He’d made his millions by thirty-five after selling his California-based software start-up in the late 1990s. Deciding that he was ‘too young to retire’, he’d moved back to India and started 24/7. The company kicked off with twenty staff answering customer enquiries for Altavista. Now, it carries out over eight million ‘transactions’ a month and counts the UK’s three largest banks and insurance companies among its lengthy client list. To keep ahead of the pack, Nags is ploughing money into an ‘innovation labs division’ to design apps for iPhones, Twitter and the like. ‘The idea’, he’d explained, ‘was to predict when the customer would call and why.’ It’s a frightening, ground-breaking thought.


Both Nags and Dr Shetty had struck me as inspiring and ambitious. Visionaries in their fields, they had – like Gopi – succeeded in creating something from nothing. Together, the entrepreneurial trio shared the same drive, the same audacity to go against the tide and, most importantly, the same unassailable conviction that India’s time was now. The combination had seen them achieve much in their respective careers. It had also helped them land a ton of cash.


As individuals, they abounded with optimism. And why not? As a triumvirate, they could claim impressive track records. Although none showed signs of slowing, they had each, in their own way, arrived. Students pore over their business models. Management commentators treat their opinions as ‘insights’. Everywhere they go they are ‘somebody’.


What about the nobodies? What about the fledgling entrepreneurs who are starting out at the bottom? Do they show the same qualities, the same ambition, the same optimism?


It is with this question in mind that I am making my way out to the Golf Links Business Park to meet Naveen Tewari.


Founder of InMobi, a technology start-up selling ads for Internet-enabled phones, Tewari belongs to a new, upcoming breed of Indian entrepreneur. In a sense, Gopi, Dr Shetty and Nags tee up the story of New India. They laid its foundations. They wrote the introduction. Now, it falls to the next generation to continue the tale and make it their own.


I arrive forty-five minutes late. Mr Tewari is waiting, his secretary informs me. Accustomed to latecomers perhaps, her voice carries no reproach. I go through to the company boardroom. A sparse, square room, it is decorated with a bachelor’s eye for functional furniture and foreign-made electronics. Pride of place is given to a Polycom teleconference machine. The space-age contraption has a protruding plastic arm, fixed to the end of which is a spherical socket containing a roving eyeball. A wilting fern occupies the corner.


My test case is tapping his fingers.


The gridlock traffic and my subsequent delay have ruffled me. So too has the business park. Arriving via the architectural bedlam of unplanned Indian suburbia – improvised housing, crumbling storefronts, pavement-less streets, chaotic wiring, endless concrete, overworked sewerage, real life – the business park comes as a shock.


Sectioned away from the cluttered arterial road and shielded from outsiders by uniformed security, the world of Golf Links is neatly boxed. Here, corporations reign. Microsoft, Yahoo!, Dell. Blunt yet powerful acronyms dominate the skyline, writ large in designer script. KPMG, ANZ, LG, IBM. Glass and chrome abound. The buildings are big. The lines straight. The grass cut. The bushes sculpted. The roads empty. The people near-absent. Order, of a very Germanic kind, has been restored. Or, more accurately, imposed. The world shrank and righted itself when we drove in. It could have been the miniature demonstration model back at Mahindra World City that we were driving through.


Thrown off kilter, I kick off by asking the thirty-three-year-old entrepreneur about the photograph by the door. It’s the boardroom’s lone wall-hanging. The scene is a happy one: fifty or so employees in matching polo shirts, standing with their spouses on a golf fairway. A handful of children run amok. Stick-on smiles spread across every face. Palm trees provide the backdrop to an idyllic day out. These are his ‘superstars’, Tewari tells me.


I look out of the window. All the superstars are now busy at their laptops, plugging away at keyboards in narrow cubicles. Each booth is equipped with a small whiteboard splattered with rushed arithmetic, sales targets and holiday dates. Bathed in the pale luminosity of artificial lighting, that happy summer day must feel like a lifetime ago. Mr Tewari insists this isn’t the case. His workforce is charged. They have something to prove. They are young. They have drive, passion, energy. They believe in his industry, in the potential of Internet-enabled mobile-phone advertising. ‘You can do a lot if you get the right energy in place.’ I take a second look out of the window. Perhaps he’s right? Maybe the drab decor and uniform workbenches are camouflaging a hidden ambush of tigers, gnashing at the bit and thrusting at their prey? My senses, I have to concede, are still awry.


The discussion about his employees gives me an opportunity to get a brief measure of the man sitting across from me. In appearance, Tewari is unexceptional. He is tall, but fleshy, with jowly cheeks framing a face that looks younger than the rest of him. His comfy, kick-about jeans and brown-striped office shirt point to a relaxed but work-focused ethos. It occurs to me that the uniform also suits teleconferencing – the old newscaster’s trick of smartening only what’s visible to the camera.


I enquire about his background. The start-up owner plays with his phone as he talks, turning it on its end then spinning it around between his fingers, repeatedly. I picture him as one of the kids who would doodle through class, yet still come out top in all the tests.


As techies go, Tewari was born with a silver spool valve in his mouth. He has pedigree. His grandmother was the first-ever female professor at Kanpur’s prestigious Indian Institute of Technology. His father became dean of the same elite institution. Under his watchful eye, the young Tewari passed out with honours in mechanical engineering. After graduation, he joined management-consultancy firm McKinsey, part of its first intake of Indian trainees. For four years, he dedicated himself to writing the type of report that Gopi refuses to read. Then, after an MBA at Harvard, he struck out on his own.


Today, sitting in his own boardroom, treating his employees to off-site awaydays on the golf course, it looks like a logical decision. The hard numbers give substance to the impression. InMobi is now the world’s second largest ad operator for mobile Internet. Tewari’s fledgling company already has international offices in London, Singapore, San Francisco, Tokyo and Johannesburg. The Kanpur graduate is riding high. His seventeen billion ads reach one hundred and eighty million consumers in one hundred and nine countries every month. The figures are growing by the week. He can count Ram Shriram, the original investor in Google, among his early-round financiers. It all reads very scripted, very Forbes magazine, for the Poster Boy Entrepreneur.


So it surprises me to hear that the Tewari tale is not without its abrupt commas or paragraph breaks. As the conversation unfolds, several factors emerge that could easily have derailed him from what looks like a predestined path. Not least was his family. Tewari’s parents saw his success in the entrance exams for the Indian Institute of Technology – a feat that hundreds of thousands fail annually – as confirmation of the glittering academic career that awaited him. They were, he says with marked understatement, ‘disappointed’ at his decision to go into commerce, a world still considered a trifle grubby by India’s traditional educator class.


Then his father died. Tewari had just left Harvard. Being the eldest son, social convention prescribed that now was not the time to set off on a hare-brained new venture. Yet he did it anyway. For middle-class Indian families like his, he explains, job security is ‘placed on a pedestal’. The mindset comes with other ingrained truths: earn a little and make do; follow, don’t lead; welcome change, don’t provoke it. He chose to ignore these too.


To complicate matters further, he had recently married. In Old India, it is the man of the house who earns the keep. Not vice versa. The idea of the wife leaving every morning for a desk job and making sure the monthly bills get paid is anathema to traditional thinking. Yet for the first years of their marriage, that’s exactly what happened. Mrs Tewari kept him afloat.


The weight of expectations did not stop at the family hearth. The fresh-faced entrepreneur had his own inner demons to confront. Money talks. Finishing his MBA aged twenty-six, the Harvard graduate had every prospect of making stacks of it. He spent a week in California attending job interviews, which resulted in employment offers from a variety of select private-equity firms. All his peers told him to put off going it alone. ‘“Wait a couple of years,” they told me. “Get some more work experience.”’ The idea, he admits, sorely tempted him. It would mean more cash in the bank, a more comfortable lifestyle, a fancier car, a juicier bonus. But the prospect unnerved him too. The longer he waited, he realised, the harder it would be to jump ship. So he picked up the phone to his would-be employers, thanked each of them in turn for their generous offers, and said, regretfully, that he had to decline.


That takes guts. Throwing everything after a dream. Putting heart before head. If Simply Fly has any guiding themes, it’s qualities like these. My thoughts turn back to the aviation entrepreneur by the pool. The two men come from different stock and different generations. Gopi, at least to begin with, had less to lose than the McKinsey man. As Tewari talks, however, I hear unmistakable echoes of the older man’s voice. It’s there in both men’s inner compulsion, in their embrace of the seemingly irrational. ‘I’d always kick myself if I didn’t give it a go,’ the InMobi founder says at one point. It’s the Graduate stealing the Captain’s lines.


I probe further into the InMobi story in search of other similarities. Two practical factors hampered the company’s creation. First, Tewari had no working capital. Second, he had no InMobi. As with Gopi, the colt entrepreneur began with the second problem. The money, he figured, would come later. What he needed was his ‘big idea’. To find it, he headed for San Francisco. His plan was to work with ‘very, very small companies’, help build them up and then flog them on. A year later, nothing. The ventures had either bombed or stalled.


Feeling low, he headed back to India for a month-long break. Sitting on the couch at his mother’s house, bored, he sketched out a business plan. His idea centred on ‘mobile search’. The intention was to design a service enabling phone users to send an SMS requesting information – say, for the location of a restaurant or the number of a plumber – and receive an SMS back with the answer. That was the breakthrough idea. It looked good on paper, he says in retrospect. It ‘got trashed’ in practice. Yet it opened the door to what he is doing now. By early 2008, a prototype version of his InMobi product offering hit the market. And the rest, as they say, is history.


Tewari was right about the money too. It came. First in dribs and drabs, then in ever-increasing volumes. He remembers his meeting with Ram Shriram, of Shertalo Ventures and Google fame. The Technology Midas was joined by a representative of Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers. Together, they represented two of the biggest venture-capital firms in the world. Twenty minutes into Mr Tewari’s presentation, Shriram raised his hand for him to stop. ‘Right, we’re investing,’ he said. The InMobi owner stood there stunned. He looked down at the remains of his slide presentation. ‘What about the revenue model, the pre-money valuation?’ The details can wait, the investment guru responded. ‘For now, let’s roll up our sleeves and discuss what you’re going to do after this.’


An hour later, the boy from Kanpur found himself sitting in a cheap rental car in a Silicon Valley parking lot. When he had woken up that morning, InMobi had officially run out of money. For three months, he and his five colleagues had been pooling their private credit cards. No one was collecting a salary. Then, from one moment to the next, he was over seven million dollars richer.


‘How did you feel in that moment, sitting there in your car?’ I ask, imagining the exhilaration he must have felt.


‘I was very happy,’ the modest entrepreneur replies, allowing himself the slightest of smiles. ‘I thought, “I’ll drink to this.” So I cracked open a Coke.’


Mysore


Manjunathea presses ‘Play’ on the video software that sits expectantly on his computer screen. I’m back in another bare, businesslike meeting room. Only this one is located on the edge of Mysore and measures about four times the size of InMobi’s. It also has a name: The Taj Mahal Conference Room.


As the introduction of the corporate video plays out, my toes begin to curl. The script is packed with business-speak and fulsome phrases, all of which are read out in cloying tones by an over-dramatic narrator. ‘Behind the brand is a story of excellence,’ the commentary starts. I have a foreboding of what’s to follow. The predictable ad agency behind the film does not disappoint. The company ‘explored new domains’, became a ‘mission-critical transformation partner’ and, at the end of it, still emerged with ‘the courage to dream’. It’s wince-making stuff.


Sitting across the conference table, forty-four-year-old Manjunathea is looking elated. In a sense, he has every reason to be. For the last fifteen years, the subject of the video – IT giant Infosys – has been his employer. Narrative style aside, the story is indeed extraordinarily impressive. Starting with two hundred and fifty dollars in cash and seven founding members, Infosys has grown to become one of India’s most successful firms. A genuinely global player in the IT industry, it now employs over one hundred and thirty thousand people in ninety countries.


The whole operation stands as a testament to entrepreneurial vigour and enterprise. Back in 1984, Infosys anticipated the market by switching from mini- to mainframe. It introduced the ‘Global Delivery Model’, arguably the genesis of India’s multi-billion-dollar outsourcing industry. It was the first Indian company to list on the NASDAQ exchange and the first to offer stock options to its employees. Today the best known of its founding fathers, Narayana Murthy and Nandan Nilekani, command worldwide respect for their creative genius. They deserve it. As their employee explains, the pet project that they had kicked off in Murthy’s front room now boasts annual revenues of over six billion dollars, more than that of the entire state of Goa.


‘Now it is my pleasure to spend the next forty-five minutes to an hour talking you through the learning programme for our freshers,’ Manjunathea says, before quickly correcting himself. ‘Sorry, our “fresh entrants”, I should say.’


He scrolls his keyboard mouse across to the PowerPoint icon and brings up a set of slides on the projection screen. Like Tewari, Manjunathea is a graduate of Kanpur’s Indian Institute of Technology. The two have little else in common, however. The grey-moustached Infosys manager is undoubtedly smart and articulate. Dressed in his ‘crocodile’ chinos and prescription black shoes, however, he isn’t what the corporate video would call a ‘game-changer’.


Before his current post, he spent fifteen years as a software developer. Everything about him, from the leather mobile case on his belt to the pens in his breast pocket, speaks of a steady, dependable, meticulous employee. Manjunathea is the kind of man on whom successful corporations depend: loyal in his affections, unstinting in his work ethic and essentially content with his place on the career ladder. He is, I realise, the perfect candidate to be training Infosys’s new employees.


The first slide shows a graph with the total number of graduates in India. Once more, I steel myself for what’s to come. ‘So there were eighty thousand graduates in 2000, around two hundred and fifty thousand in 2006 and, if I had to estimate the current rate, I’d say it would be around three hundred thousand.’ The figures have a purpose. He wants me to understand the dilemma facing contemporary India: ‘quantity versus quality’. If you were to handpick ten tomatoes, he explains, you can choose carefully. If you pick ten thousand, you cannot. It’s meant as a generic truth, which he then applies to his employer. Infosys finds itself in the second bucket. The IT giant recruits between fifteen and eighteen thousand graduates every year. ‘Ensuring the best level of quality is what we try and achieve on this campus.’


He flicks to the next slide, which outlines the core components of the three-month training course: technical competency, soft skills, process orientation, English-language fluency. ‘The ultimate goal’, he says with a flurry of his hands, ‘is to make a person production-ready.’


He makes the new stock of trainees sound like computer microchips, readying themselves to be commoditised, marshalled into line and then shunted out of the factory gates. As he continues through his slides, the impression grows. Twenty-four days of basic IT training. Twenty-two days’ tech-specific instruction on JAVA, .Net and a variety of Open Software Frameworks. Ten days’ POST: Project Organisational Standards Training. All the while, the new recruits are expected to be busying themselves with technical assignments, case studies and group projects. Libraries and computer labs open twenty-four hours a day. There are no discos, alcohol is forbidden and curfew falls at eleven o’clock. It’s Tech Boot Camp in all but name.


Slide Six deals with ‘Building a Conducive Learning Environment’. Again, Infosys’s desire to manufacture the country’s smartest programmers covers every angle. All the classrooms have ‘smart’ whiteboards linked to the trainer’s computer and on-desk terminals for each student. The company’s combined intelligence – essays, think pieces, programming advice, reviews, et cetera – is all accessible through KSHOP, Infosys’s online knowledge portal. Furthermore, the teachers are ‘A1 professionals’, as good as any university faculty.


‘Conducive Learning’, Manjunathea clarifies, includes close attention to the new recruits’ private lives as well. Students are housed in plush chalet rooms with maid service and the latest mod cons. For meals, they have the choice of seven food courts. As for leisure, Manjunathea reels off a selection of the facilities: a fully equipped gym, a swimming pool, four squash courts, a bowling alley, a full-size cricket stadium, a soccer pitch, tennis courts, an athletics track, a huge sports hall, a snooker hall, a health club, even salsa classes.


Occupying more than three hundred acres of once barren land on the edge of Mysore city, the campus has the feel of an upmarket seaside resort. The list of other amenities makes life more or less self-contained: a launderette, a hairdresser, a Domino Pizza restaurant, a supermarket called Loyal World, a health centre, Vodafone and Airtel stores, an outlet of fashion retailer Indigo Nation, several banks and a one-thousand-four-hundred-seat cinema. Partially submerged, the latter looks akin to a gigantic metal golf ball plugged in a bunker. As with Mahindra World City, there is no temple or mosque, no whiff of religion whatsoever. At Infosys, the gods are quiet and every miracle made by human hand.


At the end of the extensive briefing, Manjunathea offers to take me for a quick tour. To facilitate transportation around the sprawling campus, Infosys puts five thousand bicycles at the disposal of its fresh-faced trainees. We take a golf cart. He shows me the library first. The shelves hold sixty thousand books. Prominent on the ‘Advised Reading’ display is Narayana Murthy’s collection of speeches, the optimistically entitled A Better India: A Better World. I wander over to the magazine rack. For downtime, students can pick between Dataquest, Developer IQ, PC Quest and a host of other technology titles. I thumb through a copy of Visual Studio. ‘Code # Contracts in .NET 4’, the headline article reads. I scan the first few paragraphs and put the magazine back. The contents might as well have been in Klingon.


From the library, we make our way to the Global Education Centre, known on campus as GEC 1. Groups of young graduates are making their way to class. Boys and girls walk separately, segregated by cultural instinct rather than corporate edict. We briefly sit in on the last of the morning sessions. There are roughly a hundred ‘fresh entrants’ in the theatre-style classroom, all sitting behind an Acer Computer watching the lecturer on the stage. She speaks quickly. ‘. . . structure members are accessing the dot operator . . . a structure can be embedded in another structure; a pointer can point to a structure . . .’ She loses me immediately.


We head to an open-air cafe, where Manjunathea introduces me to two students on a free period. He asks if they have five minutes to talk with me, a request to which they politely assent.


Pushing aside their open textbooks, they wait for me to start. I’m slightly reticent. From Manjunathea’s presentation, I half expect them to be brainwashed programmers capable of responding only in code. Neither does, of course. Indeed, both turn out to be extremely personable and highly fluent. Twenty-one-year-old Amrutha describes herself as an electronics undergraduate from Bengaluru. It’s her first time living away from home. I ask her about her experience on campus and she says she felt a ‘little bewildered at first, you know’, but is more settled now. Her parents, she points out, are ‘more than happy’ to see her here.


Prianka is one year older and the more outgoing of the two. Originally from Bhopal, she talks of the ‘wow factor’ that she and all the students feel on arriving at the campus. She’s the first in her family to get a job ‘in corporate’, as she puts it. As with Amrutha, she too feels it necessary to stress the contentedness of her family with her choice of employer. ‘They are happy for us to be independent,’ she says of her expectant parents, ‘but they want us to settle and save our salary too.’ Both girls expect to marry in ‘four or five years’. I ask if they’ll carry on working afterwards. ‘It depends,’ Prianka says. Depends on what? She doesn’t respond, just smiles and hunches her shoulders. ‘Just depends.’ Both would certainly like to build careers at Infosys, they add. ‘The last thing we want to do after studying so hard is to sit at home.’ Prianka giggles and Amrutha joins in. They agree that the money is good too. The girls are cagey about telling me exactly what their starting salary is, but Prianka provides an illuminating comparison. ‘Put it this way, it took years and years for my father to start earning what I earned in my first week.’ I ask what he does. He works for Western Coal Fields Limited, she tells me, ‘a quasi-government group’.


Gopi had talked about India’s gradual economic liberalisation, about how the state was loosening its grip, freeing the private sector up to grow. Prianka and Amrutha were born at the outset of that process. Not all Indians have seen their prospects improve, but these young women certainly have. Their career hopes and earning power both speak of a remarkable generational transition, a shift that now offers them opportunities inconceivable to their parents.


Sat on a nearby bench, Manjunathea taps his watch face. I thank the graduate pair and leave them to their break time. Looking back from across the quad, I turn to wave. Both are already looking down, however, their noses buried back in their textbooks.


We walk along one of GEC 1’s many corridors. Manjunathea has arranged for me to ask a few questions at the end of an IT basics class. We pass by room after room, each overflowing with future Infosys programmers diligently studying their craft. The sheer scale of the operation begins to hit me. Later, my tour would take me to the newly built Global Education Centre 2, a colossal, crescent-shaped structure with Greek colonnades, Indo-Islamic flourishes and, at its centre, a more than passing resemblance to Washington DC’s Capitol Hill. Covering one million square feet, the floor plan of the four-storey building reveals one hundred and thirteen rooms on Level 1 alone.


Even here, though, in the modest enormity of GEC 1, I’m struck by the hundreds of people that pass through these corridors every day, all of them bright, industrious young adults like Amrutha and Prianka. Where are they heading? What lies in store for them? What kind of India are they set to inherit? What kind of India do they hope to create?


My eye is drawn to plaques on the classroom doors. As with the conference room, all carry illustrious names. Most derive from the world of business and scientific enterprise: automotive pioneer Henry Ford, General Electric’s charismatic former leader Jack Welch, early computer scientist Alan Turing, inspired inventor and polymath Benjamin Franklin. I don’t see any rooms dedicated to Narayana Murthy or Nandan Nilekani. Should they exist, their names would not be out of place. After all, it is on their entrepreneurial acumen that the gargantuan Global Education Centres have been built.


Striding some ten yards ahead, Manjunathea ushers me into the last classroom along the corridor. How many of the young graduates inside aspire to be the next Ford, the next Franklin, the next Nadkani? The thought follows me through the door and towards the lectern at the direction of the class coordinator.


‘What does Infosys mean to you? What thoughts does it conjure up?’ I ask by way of a warm-up question.


Answers are proffered from among the full rows of terraced seating. ‘A good career in the IT field,’ comes one. ‘Excellent training,’ comes another. ‘Career growth and international exposure,’ a third. My follow-up questions receive a similar response. Why Infosys, not Whipro, Tata Consultancy Services or another of India’s leading IT companies? ‘It’s an honour to be here.’ ‘It has the world’s best training.’


Only one deviates from the script, a thin, mop-haired young man on the back row. ‘Personal growth,’ he says. Then, to the laughter of the class: ‘In financial terms, and all.’ Reminded of Prianka, I ask for a show of hands. How many of you are earning more relative to your parents when they started work? Not a hand stays down. The hope to be working for Infosys in five years’ time is almost universal too.


I had come to the campus of one of India’s most famous examples of entrepreneurship in the expectation of meeting a new breed of business visionaries. It was, I realise now, a naive assumption. India’s entrepreneurs have created companies in which the brightest crop of young graduates can prosper and thrive. Not all want to go it alone. Very few do, in fact. A mere three hands go up when I ask who in the class envisions themself setting up their own businesses in the future. In the US, it would be the majority. Outside, on the steps of GEC 1, a batch is having a graduation photo taken. They are ‘production-ready’ and throw their hats in their air to prove it.


I leave the Mysore campus with a graphic appreciation of what Optimistic Entrepreneurs can create. As the taxi pulls away, I glance back over my shoulder. Through the rear window, the miniature world of Infosys lies out in the sun, all pristine and packaged for consumption. Can the country’s best brains be blamed for buying in?


Entrepreneurs are the dashing lead characters in the surging New India story. They remain the exception, though, not the rule. Not all Indians can be, or even want to be, the next Captain Gopi or Naveen Tewari.


Industriousness, in contrast, is more generous in its bounty. It welcomes all bar the idle. Few in India can afford to sit on their hands. They have mouths to feed and bills to pay. And, now, at long last, they have money to make too.
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Bad Status, Actually


[industriousness]







‘Their money is big in America. But in India, people want to get money. They eat, do shit, and then get up and work again. They don’t think why.’


Mohammed ‘Babu’ Sheikh, Mumbai driver





Mumbai


Babu parks his boss’s white Maruti Swift on a kerb of loose gravel. With considerable effort, he begins manoeuvring his long legs from the pedals to the pavement. His knees bang against the steering wheel as he twists and turns. Once his feet touch the sun-sizzled tarmac, he makes much of stretching his back and exercising his neck muscles.


‘This is not a flashy car,’ he says as he bleeps the electronic lock. ‘In fact, it has bad status actually.’


The practicality of the two-door hatchback – a small car in a traffic-choked mega-city – is of little consequence to the lanky product of a Mumbai slum. Babu doesn’t care that it parks easily or squeezes between lanes. A Toyota Innova. That’s what his boss should buy. Seven-seater, SLX. That is the ‘best good status car’ in his opinion.


As a retained chauffeur, Babu’s professional standing is directly linked to his employer’s choice of vehicle. As he sees it, the Swift is doing his image no favours. Babu feels that depreciation keenly.


A Muslim (his formal name is Mohammed) in a Hindu-dominated city, the gangly driver already senses himself on the defensive. His niece, for example, who keeps the faith and wears a burkha, recently lost her job as a teacher in the slum. ‘After seven years there, they required her to change her religion.’ She chose to resign instead.


‘In Maharashtra, the party says only Marathi people should work,’ Babu remarks, his shoulders hunching in resignation. ‘Every government office wants to employ their own man.’


By the ‘party’, I presume he means Maharashtra Navanirman Sena, a radicalised offshoot of the already ultra-right Hindutva group Shiv Sena. The Mumbai-based party (which enjoys a somewhat turbulent alliance with the nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party) is hell-bent on closing the city’s doors to outsiders. The list of unwanted includes Muslims, whether Maharashtra-born or not. If he could, Raj Thackeray, the nephew of Shiv Sena supremo Bal Thackeray, would oblige all Mumbai’s taxi drivers to speak fluent Marathi. The sectarian proposal preoccupies the Hindi-speaking chauffeur.


Babu’s sensitivity about his status has a more personal edge too. By Indian standards, he is extremely tall – six foot two inches, ‘without shoes’. Everything about him, from his nose to his toes, looks one size too big. It’s as though his mother had anticipated him shrinking in the wash. He never did. What he is most conscious about is his receding hairline. A protractor-shaped patch of naked skin runs from his forehead to his crown. A bald pate is the source of great anxiety for Indian men. A fulsome crop of hair symbolises virility and general manliness. And not just on the head. There are coffee-table books dedicated solely to the wonder that is the Indian moustache. Babu keeps his hair close-cropped, brushing it forward for an extra few millimetres of coverage. Regardless of his efforts, the taunts of children still hound him through the slum’s congested alleyways. ‘Ganjaa, Ganjaa,’ they shout. ‘Baldy, Baldy.’ Their parents chide him too. This time for his bike, a rusty Yamaha RX 100. Babu tells them to go to hell, but the jokes bite. He admits that his two-wheeler is old (‘1987 model’) and rusty and so small that he has to crouch over the handlebars like an overgrown child on a toddler’s tricycle.


He has his eye on a 150cc Honda Unicorn. His wife, Jyoti, is needling him to buy one. ‘She tells me, “I said nothing about a car. Just a good bike. That’s enough for me. To take the kids and go for chapatti.”’ Babu doesn’t know where he’ll get the money. The thought keeps him awake at night. ‘I tell her, “Don’t break my heart and my mind.”’





OEBPS/faberandfaber.png
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/india_map_3rd_draft_online.jpg
AFGHANISTAN

PAKISTAN

dus ¢
R

New Delhi M TR

g
Banares

A

v R
Ahmedabad s

N D

.
Gadchiroli

Mumbai BANGLADESH

Cholleru

 Vijayawada®

Manipal Bangaluru »
'Mangalore o Chennai 9 \ <
. i o 12
5" <

o
o N
Thiruvananthapuram SRI
Kanyakumari LANKA
o 500 MiLES
LaND OVER 2000M bre— e
[

o 500 1000 KM






OEBPS/9780571259274_cover_epub.jpg
-

o I'llES FIII]M
\' * ACHANGING NATION ;-

SO WER BALGH





