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Foreword



I met R.K. in 1960. He had just arrived in the United States to attend Auburn University, where my mother was a dormitory house mother.


During our long friendship, R.K. has worked to become a successful businessman, overcoming racial and cultural barriers, including a cross burning in front of his apartment (which, in his naivete, he believed was a sign of friendship). Upon his college graduation, he joined a small, Southern engineering firm, accepting a salary that was considerably less than that of his white peers; R.K. was the first nonwhite engineer at the firm and his inequitable salary served to buttress, not deter, his drive to succeed.


Equity, social and economic, was imprinted on R.K.’s conscience from his childhood, when he watched the partition of India from his doorstep. Social inclusion, along with a deep well of spirituality instilled early by his father, who taught R.K. the importance of gratitude, shaped the man, the executive, and the public servant he would become.


R.K. rose to become chairman and CEO of Law Companies Group and was able to begin creating the company he knew it could be. His vision was to build an internationally recognized organization in which career opportunities were shared with those who were willing to work, and employees were as diverse as the communities in which the firm engaged.


With an eye toward growth and a belief in inclusion, R.K. continued to diversify employment and leadership to include men and women from every social, ethnic, and political background. He hired several prominent leaders in public service who had experienced difficulty in their post-government careers, giving them a second chance and a fresh start. He ruffled feathers along the way and created a path that sometimes was difficult for him inside his company. The wheels of change move slowly, but R.K. often was the first nonwhite member invited to join social and civil associations, including the Rotary Club of Atlanta (also known as the Downtown Rotary). He continued to rely on the lessons of his upbringing and his experience as an immigrant who sought the American Dream.


In his post-business career, R.K. continued to serve in the role as commissioner of the Georgia Department of Industry, Trade, and Tourism, and helped the state attract the arts, filmmaking, and global trade, fostering a more international state with greater opportunities for all its citizens. He was one of the earliest members of the board of councilors of the Carter Center, bringing his energy and bold vision to global issues that affect and connect all of us.


With friends and colleagues worldwide, R.K. understands the connections that people share. He is at home everywhere, from Plains to Punjab. His is a story of faith that, with unflinching effort and a belief in God’s grace, things will turn out the way they should.


—President Jimmy Carter


January 2020















Introduction



My father is my hero. I know that sounds cliché coming from a son, but I can’t think of any other way to say it. He is the reason (along with my mother) for my creation and existence as a human being. And he has been the guiding light for me as a child, teenager, young adult, and man. He has been my role model to emulate both in my personal and professional lives. Above all, I’m most fortunate to have been blessed by his continual presence; he lights up around people and makes others feel good about themselves. You know when he enters a room because the laughter soon begins.


But he hasn’t just been my mentor. Many rely on my dad for professional and personal advice. CEOs of Fortune 500 companies regularly consult with him on business matters, from how to establish a vision for future growth and how to access international markets to whom to recruit to fill executive positions. Those serving in public office continue to ask his advice on how to position their platforms, energize the electorate, and raise money from prospective donors. Young people turn to him for pointers on how to find a job and how to ask for a raise from their managers at work. The reason that so many people check with my father is because his perspective is often so unusual. His viewpoint has been informed by a lifetime of experiences that span his upbringing in India and professional career in Europe and the United States.


You might not have heard of my dad. That’s partly by design. He has been the consummate “quiet professional” in that he lets his work and results speak for themselves. He doesn’t Snapchat or post to Instagram (alas, his Twitter handle should be @gemsmydadsays). He doesn’t share his résumé on LinkedIn (or, as he says in his gentle Indian accent, “Lincoln”). Nor has he carried a business card in over twenty years (he tells people he is unemployed). He doesn’t believe that his way is the only way. For example, he never once told me that he expected me to follow him in becoming a civil engineer, or for that matter, to pursue any other career. He teaches by anecdotes and inspiration.


Raghbir Kumar Sehgal (which is pronounced “Rug-beer” but he usually goes by by R.K.) was raised in India in the 1940s and left his native country as a teenager for the United Kingdom, where he worked as a common laborer in a Goodyear tire factory. He saved up enough money to apply to and enroll at Auburn University in Alabama in the 1960s. This was a period in which this state was going through the crucible of racial conflict. After graduating, he joined Law Engineering, a small engineering firm (which was later known as Law Companies Group), and worked there for thirty years, eventually becoming its chairman and CEO. He turned the organization global, with one hundred offices and thousands of employees, making him one of the first Indian Americans to run a major corporation in the United States. While leading this company, he recruited some of the most prominent business and political leaders around the world to help drive more business for the firm. After leaving this company, he served as CEO for a couple of other Atlanta-based firms and then was tapped by the governor of Georgia to serve as the head of economic development for the state. Since leaving public service, my father has remained active as an investor, advisor, and all-around mensch.


Think of Raghbir as the Indian Forrest Gump. He has the uncanny knack for showing up in places where important events are unfolding. I’m not sure who else witnessed firsthand the Indian Independence movement and the American civil rights movement, who met both Mahatma Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther King’s top advisors. He has seen how the scourges of the Indian caste system and the segregation of the American South have left regrettable and indelible marks on society. On a lighter note, he is someone who played cricket in the streets of his hometown in India, and who witnessed Joe Namath playing quarterback for the University of Alabama (who Forrest Gump also played for in the movie, by the way). One of the first people he met at Auburn was Lillian Carter (Jimmy Carter’s mother); he was in Tehran during the Iran hostage crisis; his “business mentors” were management guru Peter Drucker and leveraged buyout king F. Ross Johnson; his spiritual advisor is Ambassador Andrew Young; and he played an instrumental role in bringing the Centennial Olympic Games to Atlanta in 1996. There is something positively Gumpian about my dad because he keeps leaning forward, raising his hand, and showing up. He likes to say that the fun begins when you encounter an obstacle. Whenever I faced a difficult personal or business setback, my dad would take out his flip chart and help me brainstorm a three-point action plan for remedying the situation. “Don’t get angry, get busy,” he likes to say.


Ladies and gentlemen, what you have here is a genuine American Dream story. The kind of tale that would make Horatio Alger, the nineteenth-century author who published many rags-to-riches novels, proud. Indeed, my dad could have been a character in one of these books. Because American Dream stories are so familiar in our country, you may feel like there is something banal or commonplace about them. As if we don’t need another immigrant yarn stitched into our national fabric.


But considering the national political rhetoric has taken on a harsher tone toward foreign-born people, my father’s story is a helpful and even necessary reminder of the virtues of immigrants to American society. There were 44.5 million immigrants who lived in the US in 2017, or about 13.7 percent of the overall population. Some 26.8 million are part of the workforce. And 33 percent of these workers serve in fields such as management, business, science, or the arts.1 Remarkably, immigrants or their children founded 44 percent of the companies listed in the Fortune 500, and these firms employ more than 13 million people around the world. They also generated a staggering $5.5 trillion in aggregate revenue in 2017.2 These macro numbers are undoubtedly impressive, and when you consider the struggles and sacrifices that many immigrants must endure, it makes their contributions even more extraordinary. That someone with moxie, like my father, can make it and thrive in the United States is a testament not only to his or her values of diligence and persistence but to the American meritocracy and democracy.


The American Dream archetype isn’t what makes my father’s story unusual, although his life involves many twists and turns you will surely find entertaining. Throughout this book, as you learn more about my father, you’ll notice another archetype—that of “servant-leader” who advances the interests and goals of others. He has turned generosity into his calling card and has built incredibly strong relationships that stand the test of time. I asked him, if he could do it all over again, what specialty would he have majored in during college? Without missing a beat, he responded “social service.” He lights up when others ask for help because it gives him a sense of purpose, bringing joy to their lives. His bigheartedness is partly informed by his spirituality. As a boy, not only did he receive unconditional love from his parents but the tutelage and mentorship of a guru in India. His inner peace has helped him radiate optimism and energy to others when they are most in need.


WHY WRITE THIS BOOK


I am lucky to have learned from my father by osmosis, soaking up how he assesses an opportunity or narrates a story. He taught me how to cultivate friendships and when to keep my head down and work. Given his unique and colorful life, I wanted to document his journey and some of his core philosophies so that more people can learn about and from him.


This book is long overdue. I’ve made writing with and about family part of my career as an author. Several of my texts are children’s books I wrote with my mother, Surishtha. I also wrote a book, Walk in My Shoes: Conversations with a Civil Rights Legend and His Godson on the Journey Ahead, with Andrew Young (or “Uncle Andy,” as I call him), who was the former mayor of Atlanta, ambassador to the United Nations, advisor to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and direct report to my father when they worked together at an engineering firm. In this book, I mention my father’s close relationship with Young and briefly delve into his coming-to-America story. In 2017, I coauthored a book of poetry with Deepak Chopra, Home: Where Everyone Is Welcome, in which the title poem is a paean to my father. We even turned some of the poems into New Age meditation music.


I always knew I wanted to write a book about my father. When I was a boy, I recognized the uniqueness of my father’s story because it didn’t resemble the anecdotes I heard from my classmates in Atlanta about their parents. I attended a private K-12 school in which my friends talked about SEC football or going golfing or fishing with their parents. My father told me stories about growing up in India that sounded like fiction, with an alphabet soup of names and places to which my sister and I couldn’t relate. We learned about his living in a two-room house and how his father instilled discipline in him (hanging him upside down in a well, for example). These stories of resilience and courage made an indelible mark on me.


Writing a book about my father was the natural thing to do. My sister, Kashi, and I were raised in a home in which books surrounded us, and I felt that it was my duty not just to take texts from the bookshelves but to contribute ones as well. When I was in elementary school, my maternal grandfather, Piara Singh Gill, who was a nuclear scientist in India and confidant of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, was writing his autobiography, Up Against Odds (and I was helping him type the manuscript on WordPerfect). I remember saying, “Mom, one day I am going to write a book about Dad.”


With my father’s mind still lucid, I knew that if I didn’t write this book now, I would forever regret it. In addition, I wanted to get this book published so that he could hold it in his hands as his own. There is a special feeling when you hold something that you have created. My dad has no compunction about sharing my works with other people. He jokes that he is my number-one public-relations person. But this one, Dad, is about and for you.


But making this book happen was difficult. It took me about five years to convince him to participate in this process. Initially, he resisted the idea, not wanting to revisit difficult periods of life, especially his years in the United Kingdom when he was a teenager working physically demanding jobs. Yet he enjoys talking about other periods of his life and recounting stories, so my sister and I would record him (with his consent) in this more piecemeal fashion over the years. He finally agreed to chat with me at length in early 2019.


After we got started, he embraced the project with gusto. He shared with me files from his personal archives. He has meticulously labeled his files, which made me think that perhaps he knew all along that someone would write his life story. For example, he has manila folders with labels like “Sehgal Sahib’s departure” and “Kabir’s arrival” that are collections of personal notes people sent him on his father’s passing and my birth. He kept all of the handwritten notes and telegrams that he received from family members in India.


All these materials made my work as his biographer easier. This book is written in my voice, but the stories, insights, and wisdom are from him. I am merely the scribe or filter who helped him get his thoughts down on paper. While we could have written the book in first person, he wanted me to format it in this manner. Maybe he wanted me to reflect even more upon on our relationship. I will frequently refer to my dad by his first name, Raghbir, or R.K.; however I never call him this in person. These are simply ways to help narrate what amounts to a colorful and candid story.


As we’ve neared the publication date of this book, it’s been personally gratifying to hear him share news of this work with his friends and family members. He likes recounting how I had to convince him and that the process of researching and writing the book was difficult. He also noted that he was grateful to those who contributed testimonials, saying “I get to read my own eulogies!”


In capturing my dad’s life and wisdom with the written word in this filial biography, we can share his insights, of which there are many, with future generations. In some ways, a book makes one immortal. Decades from now, new American immigrants can read about the charismatic and dazzling R.K. Sehgal and how he surmounted great obstacles to achieve success in the United States. I think you’ll agree with me that some of his pearls of wisdom and resulting legacy will stand the test of time. And his journey alone from India to America will undoubtedly inspire you. By reading this book, I hope that you’ll be able to benefit from his wisdom.


WHAT TO EXPECT


This book is part biography and part how-to guide for your professional and personal lives. It begins by chronicling Raghbir’s life starting in India. His childhood years are full of intrigue that could fill an entire book, from witnessing the glory of the independence movement to the horror of sectarian violence that beset India. It describes in detail how he encountered a fork in the road in the UK: stay and make money, or move to America to pursue his dream of attending a university. And it explains how he went from entry-level employee of an engineering firm to turning it into a global powerhouse, in which he hired prominent individuals to help drive business. You’ll see how he went from a boy growing up in British-controlled India to having tea with Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher at 10 Downing Street decades later. His stories reveal the strength of his character and may even motivate you to take action in your life. With his tenacity and good humor, he has led a life in which many have gravitated toward wanting to be in his presence. You can’t help but smile (and probably chuckle) when you’re with him.


The second section of the book shares five lessons from Raghbir that you can implement today to help advance your professional and personal careers. My father enjoys making checklists, and he wanted his book to have real, tangible lessons for folks to absorb. These lessons include:




[image: image] Close the Loop—The title of this book, as well as his personal motto. This saying means overcommunicating or at least making sure that all the right people are updated on a situation or status. It’s not enough to complete a task. Let all the appropriate people know that you’ve completed it.


[image: image] Make Your Manager Look Good—Your professional career is linked to that of your manager. Paradoxically, worry less about your job and more about his or hers.


[image: image] Go Above and Beyond—Raghbir’s default mode is service. When he walks into a room, he thinks “How can I serve someone?” His friends like to say that “R.K. has never met a stranger.” He looks for ways to serve people and causes important to the community. And he likes to truly wow people, providing them thoughtful experiences they had never imagined. He also finds little ways to make you feel special. He won’t just take you out for dinner; he’ll make sure that the service is quick and the food is to your liking. If the waiter isn’t around, he will get up, find the jug of water, and refill your glass.


[image: image] Nurture Mentors—You don’t have to do everything yourself. Look for people who you want to emulate and develop those relationships. Raghbir showed up in America not knowing anyone, so he proactively asked for help and created a network of mentors from whom he could learn and also serve.


[image: image] Find Your Mantra—My father learned to meditate as a child in India and it’s something he practices daily by repeating a personal mantra he received from a spiritual guru. Being able to close one’s eyes, breathe deeply, and reflect helps to reduce stress, anxiety, and self-centeredness. You begin to see yourself as part of something much larger, the universe in which you live. He views meditating as a way to purify the mind and remember one’s connection with the divine. When you create a positive thought, it can change your life altogether. Meditation has helped him become more compassionate toward others, as he tries to see things from other people’s perspectives.





We hope that this book inspires and motivates you to live life not only for your own dreams, but in service to others. You’ll find that in most of the stories that follow, my dad prioritized his family, friends, colleagues, and peers. He always says to me, “You can’t go wrong by putting other people first,” which is both a wise thing to say and a difficult thing to do. It’s been a privilege and honor to be my father’s son. And writing this book has brought us even closer, as we shared moments of laughter and tears during conversations about his remarkable journey, which I will no doubt return to for inspiration in the years ahead.


—Kabir Sehgal


January 2020
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AN AMERICAN DREAM BIOGRAPHY













CHAPTER 1



Mother India




India has known the innocence and insouciance of childhood, the passion and abandon of youth, and the ripe wisdom of maturity that comes from long experience of pain and pleasure; and over and over again she has renewed her childhood and youth and age.1


—Jawaharlal Nehru, former prime minister of India







India is a geographical term. It is no more a united nation than the equator.2


—Winston Churchill







To other countries, I may go as a tourist, but to India, I come as a pilgrim.3


—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.





On Christmas Day, 1956, Raghbir and his family were at the airport in New Delhi. He was about to leave India by himself to embark upon his coming-to-America adventure. He had filled his suitcases until they were bulging, so that when they were weighed at the KLM check-in counter, the clerk said his baggage was twenty-two pounds overweight. Raghbir would have to pay a fee of five hundred rupees (which was the equivalent of a few US dollars) to bring his bags with him on the trip, but he just didn’t have the money for that.


“I gave my cousin a look and told him to follow me,” he said.4 “We took my suitcase into the men’s room.” They both walked hurriedly into the restroom and immediately opened the luggage. They knew what they had to do: Reduce the weight by twenty-two pounds. Raghbir donned four shirts, three sweaters, two jackets, and a winter top coat.


“I came out looking like a robot, like the Michelin Man. My entire family was laughing.” His parents were pleasantly surprised that he was so innovative. When the lady at the check-in counter asked him, “How are you going to sit?” Raghbir responded, “Don’t worry about it.” Years later, he likes to add, “Besides, it was winter, so it wasn’t that bad.”


This is a quintessential example of my father’s pluckiness. He would have to think differently and rely on himself to survive his journey abroad. Throughout his career, he would find nontraditional solutions that didn’t occur to other people. His ability to reframe problems and think laterally have been major factors of his success. It’s not that my father doesn’t think the rules don’t apply to him. He just thinks the rules should be written differently in the first place, and he is not shy about rewriting them!


In India, there is a sort of “anything goes” mentality. When you drive through the streets, folks don’t stay in their lanes. They weave in and out, with dogs and cats and cows meandering throughout. The confluence of different people, religions, and cultures make India a very pluralistic society, in which there isn’t one way of doing things. Being able to see the world from a multiplicity of viewpoints has helped my father think nontraditionally, especially in corporate America where there is arguably a preferred, and even MBA-approved, method of running a business. “You know, I had never thought about it like that, R.K.” is one of the most common responses that he has heard throughout his business career.
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Before we delve into Raghbir’s biography, let’s take a moment to understand his geography because it shaped who he is and how he acts. Central to my father’s history is his upbringing in India. From the way in which he thinks to the manner in which he expresses himself with a soft accent, my father’s ethnic identity has been a significant part of his life, despite him not having lived in Mother India for five decades now.


My father grew up in India in the 1940s, a time before mobile phones or the Internet. The country was rustic, pastoral, agrarian, and far less developed and populated than it is now. Indeed, this was long before India introduced the economic reforms in 1991 to kick-start the economy, unlocking the rapid growth that has defined the India of today. Actually, my father was born before India itself became a country. India was still a British colony, and the British Crown had ruled the subcontinent through its affiliates in a unified manner since 1858. He came of age in the same decade that India would finally attain independence, led by Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, and others. And living through this period indelibly shaped my father, who experienced both the triumphs and tragedies that resulted.


“At the time, I knew I was witnessing history,” said Raghbir, describing India’s transformation into a free country. This is a history worth understanding so that you can better appreciate my father’s life journey. India’s struggle for independence certainly played a formative role in shaping both my father as a human being and what he most values. He grew up hearing India’s leaders making the case for self-reliance and self-determination. These would be values that Raghbir would cherish in his own life. Throughout his remarkable voyage, he would continually return to the lessons of his childhood: “A man is but the product of his thoughts. What he thinks, he becomes,” said Mahatma Gandhi.5


THE POLITICS OF PARTITION


The paradox of India is that it’s an ancient civilization that goes back thousands of years but is still a relatively new country. That India became a nation-state just over seventy years ago belies a rich past in which the Aryans, Greeks, Persians, Mughals, and other foreign people left their mark on the subcontinent. Yet the watershed year for modern India was 1947, when India declared its independence from Great Britain after years of being yoked to their colonial masters. The period of time before the 1947 independence was known as the “British Raj.”


“Growing up, I learned the British version of Indian history. We were told in school that in 1857, Rani of Jhansi attacked the British, who called it a rebellion,” said Raghbir. “But it was also an act of self-defense.”


He indeed witnessed the waning years of the British Raj and thus didn’t see that many British people in his community. But he did experience some episodes of discrimination. For example, he traveled with his family to Shimla, a hill station in the Himalayas. There was a well-maintained road that was reserved for the British. “Why were Indians not allowed to travel on roads in our own country?” he thought.


Any full accounting of the British Raj should also note some of the contributions, mainly introducing a subcontinental government civil service and bureaucracy, as well as constructing infrastructure like roads, railways, and bridges. The people who worked in the Indian civil service were key to maintaining India’s government during and after independence, whereas Pakistan didn’t inherit as many well-trained administrators.


“We were ready for the British to leave. They plundered India for riches and resources, and they turned us against each other. It was divide and conquer,” Raghbir observed.


He doesn’t believe the Brits should send monetary reparations to India for the decades of unjust colonial rule. “But they should return the Koh-i-Noor diamond and other treasures that they took,” he said.6


Indeed, 1947 was a year of great relief, hope, optimism, and celebration as Indians looked ahead to the dawn of a new era in which they would control their own collective destiny. “There was so much commotion and pride that we felt as Indians,” said Raghbir. People were outside in the streets eating laddoos, an Indian dessert, and shouting “Hindustan Zindabad,” which means “Long live India” in Hindustani, a language of North India that combines Hindi and Urdu. There were fireworks set off in Delhi near the iconic Red Fort, where Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first prime minister, gave his now famous speech, which began around midnight on August 14, 1947. “I was just a boy and gathered with my family to listen to the broadcast,” said Raghbir. His family crammed into the main living area of their home in Kapurthala, a city in Punjab, to listen to Nehru’s speech. It was being broadcast on the government-run All India Radio (AIR) station (also known as Akasha Vani or “Voice from the Sky”). Nehru delivered his “Tryst with Destiny” speech in which he affirmed the country’s independence and gave it a noble mission:




Long years ago we made a tryst with destiny, and now the time comes when we shall redeem our pledge, not wholly or in full measure, but very substantially. At the stroke of the midnight hour, when the world sleeps, India will awake to life and freedom. A moment comes, which comes but rarely in history, when we step out from the old to the new, when an age ends, and when the soul of a nation, long suppressed, finds utterance. It is fitting that at this solemn moment we take the pledge of dedication to the service of India and her people and to the still larger cause of humanity.7





“My parents were very emotional upon hearing his remarks,” remembered Raghbir. “But it’s hard to describe exactly what we were all feeling. There was certainly some anxiety about what comes ahead. We knew, though, it was time for India to be run by Indians.”


There was ample cause for concern and even tension because there was an uglier side to independence. Muhammad Ali Jinnah was a prominent Muslim who was educated in Great Britain as a barrister and returned to India to practice. He got involved in politics and became a leading official in the movement. He believed in unity and peace between Hindus and Muslims, but his views became more strident over time. He disagreed with Mahatma Gandhi’s nonviolence campaign and broke with his contemporaries such as Nehru on the right path ahead for India. He, along with several other leading Muslim officials, called for there to be a separate land for Muslims in the subcontinent.


This view was also adopted by Lord Mountbatten,8 the top British official based in India at the time. During a press conference in early June 1947, Lord Mountbatten announced that Indian Independence Day would be August 15, 1947. In the same speech, he elaborated on a plan that would result in a partition between Hindus and Muslims, effectively creating a new land that would become Pakistan. Lord Mountbatten had delivered a double-edged sword: free India but divide its people against each other along religious lines. Indian Muslims found something to cheer about, yet Hindu hard-liners griped that their territory would be given to a minority population at the behest of a foreign power. Raghbir and his family were at peace with the decision. His parents constantly reminded Raghbir not to worry about things that he couldn’t control.


Ground zero for the line of partition was Punjab, a region in Northwestern India. The name “Punjab” merges the Hindi terms for “five” and “water,” meaning the land of five rivers: Jhelum, Ravi, Chenab, Beas, and Sutlej. The tropical climate and rivers made the land found in these parts fertile and arable, hence why Punjab is still known today as the “breadbasket of India.” Just as the region had been abundant in crops, it also abounded with cultural diversity, as foreigners have over the years made their way to India via Punjab, from the Persians and Mughals to the British. Such historical and cultural diversity helped to shape my father, as you will see.9


ALL IN THE FAMILY


It’s into this world of political upheaval that my father entered. Raghbir Kumar Sehgal was born in Moradabad, located in Uttar Pradesh (now the most populous state in India with over 200 million people), in the northeastern part of the country. By today’s estimates, the city of Moradabad is home to more than one million people. It’s known as “The Brass City” because of the many merchants that sell brasswares. “Raghbir” is a reference to Lord Rama, a primary deity in Hinduism, and “Kumar” means “son” or “chosen one.” In fact, his first word as a child was “Rama.” (Raghbir would affectionately be called “Bir,” pronounced “beer,” by his family and wife).


It was a tradition for babies in his family to be delivered in Moradabad, as his maternal grandparents lived there. Raghbir’s mother, her older sister, and his grandmother were all born in this town. He was the first boy born into his father’s family since the birth of his dad. Thus several family members gathered at the Moradabad railway station to welcome Raghbir’s mother, still a teenager, and father, in his early twenties, when they arrived from Kapurthala for their baby to be born.


Though he was born in UP, my father firmly considers himself Punjabi. In India, the state that you’re from plays an important role in your cultural identity. States have their own languages, scripts, and associated religious practices. Even now, English serves as a national language, linking those who speak in different state and regional dialects with a common tongue. Some 10 percent of India’s population, 125 million people, speak English, the second largest population of English speakers in the world, after the United States.10 Many Indians may first identify with the state or local ethnicity of which they’re a part (Punjabi, Gujarati, Bengali, etc.) or even their local tribe or religious faith before their national identity of being Indian. The country is a mosaic of pluralism.


Raghbir can trace back his family history over ten generations, some three hundred years. His great-grandfather was named Lala Khrum Rai, and he was a judge in Sirhind, Punjab. He had the power to punish people by hanging, and there’s a statue of him still in the city. At our home in Atlanta, we have his inkwells that he used to sign his verdicts.11


Raghbir’s grandfather’s name was Lal Chand and he served as a senior guard with the Indian Railroad. Once during a train ride, there was a famous dacoit, the term used for a bandit or an armed robber in that part of India. This dacoit was named Jagga Daku, a rebel akin to Robin Hood who stole from the rich and gave to the poor. He pulled the chain that halted the train. Daku then put a gun to Lal Chand’s head. When asked why he had stopped the train, the bandit responded that he simply wanted to delay the ride. Lal Chand didn’t overreact and stated calmly, “If you don’t kill anybody, I will delay the train.” Everyone on the train was relieved when Daku consented. When the criminal left, he gave Chand two gold coins, which became a family heirloom, and which Raghbir still cherishes today. It reminds him to stay calm, just as Lal Chand did those decades ago.12


My father’s mother, Vidya Wati, was born in Saharanpur, a city in U.P. Her name “Vidya” means knowledge in Hindi, yet everyone in the family referred to her as beeji (pronounced “bee-jee,” a term of endearment for a woman in Punjab). She lived to the age of ninety-two. She was a housewife who thoroughly enjoyed reading and taught Raghbir and his six siblings the multiplication tables.
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D.D. Sehgal and Vidya Sehgal (Raghbir’s parents)


Raghbir’s father, Durga Das (D.D.) Sehgal, was born in Kapurthala, and lived to the age of seventy-two. “Durga” is the name of a god in Hinduism, and “Das” means “servant,” so the full name translates to “servant of God.” A hardworking and lean man, he wanted to raise his family in Kapurthala. So, after Raghbir was born in Moradabad, his parents took their one-month-old baby on a twelve-hour train ride back to Kapurthala.


In the 1940s, D. D. Sehgal (who was known affectionately as “Sehgal Sahib”) was a high school teacher who taught English.13 He went to Lahore, when it was part of India, to receive six months of training as a librarian, so that he could assume this new profession and earn more money. In sum, he made about seven hundred Indian rupees a month, which could be estimated at around $40 per month (or a few hundred dollars in today’s value), all of which he used to support his wife and seven children. He worked as many as eighteen hours a day, privately tutoring the children of more affluent people. But sometimes the money ran out.


“There were plenty of nights when food was lean,” recalled Raghbir, who, as a boy, was a vegetarian. “When the shopkeeper would not provide my family any more credit, I gathered copies of The Tribune, the regional newspaper, around the house and neighborhood to resell to supplement my father’s income,” he said. “I wanted to be of service to my family, as much as possible.”
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Raghbir as a child


The few times the Sehgals could afford a treat, Raghbir truly relished it. His favorite toy was a black slate and chalk so he could draw (a joy he later expressed by writing on flip charts during his corporate career). And on his tenth birthday, his parents let him drink a Coca-Cola, which was a rarity in Punjab. He looked forward most to the Indian springtime festival Holi and the autumn celebration Diwali, the festival of lights where he would celebrate with his family by eating sweets like jalebis and laddoos. (These are treats that our family enjoys today at home in Atlanta after eating sumptuous Indian cusine.)


As a kid, Raghbir spent many summers in Moradabad staying with his maternal grandfather, who he called nanaji, and grandmother, who he called naniji.


“My fondest memories from childhood are from these summers in Moradabad. There would be ten or fifteen children all studying and playing together. I looked forward all year to going there to be with my cousins and family. We would get a big basket of two hundred mangos and eat all of them. They were so bright, orange, and tasty! A few days before we had to return to Kapurthala, I would cry because I didn’t want to leave,” he explained.


Sehgal Sahib and his family lived in a two-story house in Kapurthala, which had three bedrooms and was about two thousand square feet. They didn’t have a Western toilet, and a hole in the ground functioned as the lavatory, which was the norm in most Indian homes at the time.


“I still can’t believe we had to crap in a hole all those years. I get horrified when I think about how all of us all shared the same pot to poop in every morning,” he laughed. When his extended family fled Lahore to stay with them, there were over thirty people crammed into their home, sharing the lavatory. “Once a day, a dalit lady named Malawi would clean the pot,” he said, referring to someone from the untouchable caste, the lowest in the social system.


Growing up, Raghbir was conscious of his family’s place in society. They were kshatriyas who likely traced their ancestors to Aryans who came to India from the Middle East and perhaps even farther west. But just because his family was in the second highest caste, it didn’t mean that they were well-off. He grew up in a poor and pastoral country and experienced lean times.


The caste system is a rigid way of organizing India’s people into groups. These are, in descending order: (1) brahmins, the priests and instructors, (2) kshatriyas, the warriors and leaders, (3) vaishyas, the farmers and merchants, (4) shudras, the laborers, and (5) dalits, the cleaners and sweepers.14 Brahmins and khastriyas make up about 20 percent of India’s modern-day population.15 All five castes were often divided even further into hundreds and even thousands of subcastes.16 Even as recently as 2016, there were as many as 40,000 crimes enacted against dalits, but nowadays there are many examples of those in lower classes succeeding in almost all careers in India.17, 18
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Raghbir with his extended family


My father’s immediate family was nine people (two parents and seven children). Raghbir’s family named their home in Kapurthala Raghbir Niwas, which means “house of Raghbir,” a symbol of their affection for their first child. In India, it’s customary to give your home a name. In keeping with the tradition, outside our home in Atlanta are the names Kashi and Kabir, my sister and I, written in Hindi, or Devanagari, script.


“My parents didn’t share a room. I never saw them be romantic or even hold hands. It’s just not the culture in India,” he said. When they had visitors, his parents placed cots in the hallways and outside to accommodate them. Raghbir shared a room with his siblings.


Raghbir’s family didn’t have any dogs or cats (in India, they often roam the streets freely). The Sehgals owned a cow and a buffalo that stayed in their front courtyard. Once a day, a tender would lead the cow and buffalo (along with dozens of other animals from the neighborhood) for a daily walk, graze, and swim in a nearby pond. When the creatures returned to the house, it was Raghbir who sometimes had to clean and milk them.


“I taught myself how to milk the cow. It wasn’t always pretty,” he said. “Sometimes the buffalo had dry skin, so I had to clean it, and it made me happy to take care of the animal.” Raghbir has always had a sort of obsession with cleanliness. Even today, he genuinely enjoys scrubbing dishes by hand even though we have two automatic dishwashers at home. And despite the custom to eat food with one’s hands in India, he prefers the precision of the fork and the neatness of a spoon. If you serve him his afternoon chai—or for that matter any beverage—without a napkin, he will let you know about it. (Years later when he married my mother, Surishtha, her parents were alarmed to discover that he ate roti, an Indian bread, with silverware, despite most people eating with their hands.)


During his time in Kapurthala, D.D. was recruited by a prominent member of the community and a private secretary to the maharajah.19 This individual convinced D.D. to leave his job as a teacher and work at a newly formed health department as an administrative official. However, this bureau was soon closed, and D.D. and his family relocated to Patiala, a city in Punjab some 175 kilometers south of Kapurthala. He took a job “filing papers,” working in general administration for the civil service. The family moved into a smaller home, a two-bedroom place of seven hundred square feet on the second floor of Adalat Bazar. They lived in Patiala for approximately three years. These changes made Raghbir aware of how much his father worked and struggled to support the family. He internalized this sense of obligation, but he also knew that he did want to dream bigger and achieve more. He didn’t want to struggle as his father did to support family members.


D.D. earned the reputation of being an extremely hard worker. He stood out when his generosity and people skills were on display. He caught the attention of higher-ups in the civil service and was soon named the assistant director of hospitality and tourism for the states of Punjab and Haryana. In 1956, he and his family moved to Chandigarh, the capital of Punjab. This is where Raghbir lived for a few months before he went abroad. The family moved into a humble house in Sector 20. There was no roof on the bathroom, so they had to cover it with cots and sheets during the winter and summer months. Chandigarh was the final stop for Sehgal Sahib in his career. Normally, civil servants were required to retire at age fifty-eight, but D.D. was granted several yearly extensions and retired at the age of sixty-eight because of his good work on the job.


Sehgal Sahib had access to the maharajah, chief minister, and other high-placed leaders. He greeted dignitaries when they arrived or departed the states by car, train, or airplane. In this capacity, he met the president of India, the prime minister of India, state ministers, and cabinet ministers.


“He didn’t read any books on how to do the job. He had a natural talent for making people feel good. He was obedient and would serve the needs of the VIPs,” recalled Raghbir. “He dressed to impress and his shoes were always shined.”


Normally, D.D. would go home at seven o’clock in the evening. But on one occasion, a state minister grew ill while visiting Punjab. Sehgal Sahib made sure to tend to the minister over the course of several days and visited the minister at the hospital, returning home well past midnight.


“He would always go the extra mile. If a European visitor wanted Western cuisine, he would make special accommodation so that the food was prepared in this manner,” said Raghbir. “I learned how to treat people from him.”


Indeed, when D.D. was on official duties, sometimes he would bring Raghbir. Once, during the birthday celebrations for the maharajah of Kapurthala, Sehgal Sahib brought his son through the back door of the enormous palace that was modeled after the Palace of Versailles in France and seated him in the mezzanine so that he could watch the activities, such as a magic show that entertained guests. “He did everything possible to expose me to some of what he experienced.”


Part of that experience was seeing the divide between Indians and the British. When dignitaries visited the maharajah, sometimes there would be two tents. One was reserved for the guests who were affluent and mostly British. The other tent was for ordinary people and staff, who were all Indians. Raghbir’s uncle (known as taya ji, his father’s older brother), Bara, was the manager in this second tent, and that’s where Raghbir and his family went.


“I remember the two tents and that the powerful people didn’t want to socialize with those not up to their standards. I knew that if I ever attained that status, I would make special efforts to make everyone feel important,” he observed. (Later in life, as the CEO of a large engineering firm, Raghbir mandated that all members of his executive team eat in the employee cafeteria, not tucked away in a private dining area. Also, in the late 1980s, members of the maharajah’s family would dine at our family home in Atlanta while we entertained members of the International Olympic Committee—see Chapter 7.)


He had other takeaways from observing the maharajah. For example, decades later, when my dad joined us for dinner, he would frequently remind my sister, Kashi, and me: “The maharajah of Kapurthala always dined with music.” That was a not-so-subtle hint for us to turn on soft Indian music while we ate.


This proximity to power gave Raghbir more familiarity with high-ranking leaders. Though he never met the maharajah, he saw him from a distance, and Raghbir absorbed the protocol and decorum that surrounded this Punjabi leader. On one occasion, Lord Mountbatten, who served as the last British viceroy of India, came to Kapurthala and visited a health clinic with the maharajah and D. D. Sehgal to see how care was being administered to pregnant women.


“I remember my dad escorting Lord Mountbatten from his open Rolls-Royce into the facility, and the maharajah stayed in the car. That moment made a big impression on me,” he said.


On one hand, he admired the power and prestige of the British ruler. But on the other hand, he thought it perverse that a foreigner had such authority in India. “I realized that it’s not enough to have power. You have to be legitimate and have the support of the people who you lead,” he said. Later in life, as a CEO of a major corporation, he would continually hold company meetings to make sure he was listening to frontline employees. He didn’t want to be seen as only a symbol of power or arrogance among his colleagues. As an Indian American CEO, his company would later acquire a large UK-based firm, flipping the script from his childhood when the British were in charge.


In June 1947, when Raghbir’s parents learned that Punjab was going to be split into two (per Lord Mountbatten’s plan), my father’s extended family who lived in Lahore (which would be part of West Punjab) came by truck to stay with the Sehgals in Kapurthala (in East Punjab) for eight months before they moved into a home that had been evacuated by Muslims. All told, some thirty individuals lived with the Sehgals during those months, including Raghbir’s maternal grandmother, his mother’s sister and brother-in-law, and his cousins. “We knew they weren’t safe in Lahore,” he said.


Raghbir remembers a Muslim who lived in Kapurthala who used to dye the turbans of the maharajah who ruled this princely state. He moved to Lahore and became the driver of the Pakistan high commissioner (like an ambassador in the United States). Years later, he would return occasionally to Kapurthala, “and I would enjoy seeing him in our town because it was like old times when Hindus and Muslims got along,” said Raghbir. “We are all part of the same universe. People are people, and we all want the same things—friendship, family, and love.” That a Muslim could return to parts of India showed how person-to-person relations could thaw. And that Raghbir and his family were welcoming of everyone.


The political situation deteriorated into rampant and sectarian violence in which more than one million people died. As Scottish historian William Dalrymple put it in The New Yorker: “Partition is central to modern identity in the Indian subcontinent, as the Holocaust is to identity among Jews, branded painfully onto the regional consciousness by memories of almost unimaginable violence.”20 There were many cases in which trains coming to and from both East and West Punjab were filled with corpses, a gruesome display of how religion had turned a once vibrant, mixed society into a boiling cauldron of hate and recrimination.


“I was in Jalandhar [a town in Punjab] and saw one of these trains pulling into the stations that was filled with dead bodies. It was a horrible scene. Every Hindu and Sikh had been killed on it: men, women, and children. I can understand when people talk about the Holocaust. It was so terrible, and this is a tragedy that I can never forget,” Raghbir said.


Looking to prevent the sectarian violence in their neighborhood, Raghbir’s father, who was a spritely five feet and ten inches and weighed 140 pounds, had a commanding presence inside and outside the house. He walked the streets and forbade fellow Hindus and Sikhs to kill Muslims, saying they would have to come for him first. During these tumultuous times, some fifty or sixty Muslims who lived in Kapurthala sought refuge in my father’s childhood home.


“Our house was welcome to everyone. We didn’t have much money or food, but we didn’t turn anyone away,” he said.


As the pain of partition subsided (but was never forgotten), citizens of both countries tried to bridge the divide between India and Pakistan with cultural programs and person-to-person exchanges, from cricket matches and topical movies to cross-border summits. Raghbir took part in a goodwill trip of fifty kilometers on his own, joining fellow students in 1954 on a train that departed from Amritsar, a city in Indian Punjab, and arrived at Lahore.


“We were greeted by Muslims who applauded us and put garlands of marigolds around our necks,” he said. They enjoyed free accommodation at the Punjab University hostel and tasty food. They also participated in songs and games with their hosts. “There was so much joy being there,” he said. But he hid the news from his parents; they would have prevented him from attending because they didn’t want him to get into trouble himself. After he returned, his parents asked him if he saw the news about the trip. Trying to fight back a smile, his mother knew that he was concealing something, after which he confessed. He was right: they were upset with him but shortly thereafter were mildly amused and even proud that his heart was in the right place, wanting to find unity among people of different faiths and cultures.


In late 1947, Sehgal Sahib brought young Raghbir to a public forum in which Mahatma Gandhi, India’s founding father, was delivering an address in Delhi to an audience of over forty thousand people at a prayer ground. The crowd chanted a famous Indian bhajan, or song, that Gandhi enjoyed: “Raghupati Raghav Raja Ram,” which means “Lord Ram, descendent of Raghu…” Father and son sat together in an area cordoned off by bamboo. When Gandhi passed by, Raghbir instinctively got up and leaned down to touch the wise man’s feet, a gesture of respect in Indian culture. Some of Gandhi’s handlers tried to stop the boy, but Gandhi put his hands over Raghbir’s head and blessed him.


“Gandhi touched this head,” said Raghbir, pointing to his own, when he told me the story. It’s a tale he has shared often over the years with the likes of Ted Turner (see Chapter 7). D.D. put his hand over his lips so that his son would remain quiet, even though India’s leader had just blessed Raghbir.21


“That day Gandhi gave a lecture about how God is the same, no matter your religion. India was in the middle of a religious struggle, and he said that there should be unity among Hindus and Muslims,” said Raghbir.


Just a few months later, on January 30, 1948, Gandhi was assassinated at the Birla House in Delhi by a Hindu fundamentalist who was later caught and hung. Nehru took to the airwaves to announce that “the light has gone out of our lives, and there is darkness everywhere.”22 Raghbir was in Kapurthala when he heard the news.


“Everyone was crying. We were surprised to learn that he was shot by a Hindu,” said Raghbir.


There is no doubt that Raghbir learned from the leadership style of Gandhi.


“Gandhi had many failures, too. But he was so dogged and determined. I realized that you don’t have to be physically strong, but mentally tough. You must believe in something strongly like he believed in nonviolence. I admire him for his courage and honesty,” said Raghbir.


In addition to Gandhi, Raghbir had three close encounters with Jawaharlal Nehru. The first was in 1950, when Nehru visited Jalandhar to deliver a speech with Krishna Menon, who was a close associate of the prime minister and served as high commissioner to the United Kingdom. Raghbir and his family had traveled to the city to hear these leaders speak, and young Raghbir sought and received an autograph from Menon. The second time was a couple of years later in Patiala, when Nehru addressed a stadium that had tens of thousands in attendance. Before he spoke, there were intense protests in which the police couldn’t control the mob. Nehru jumped into the melee and tried to stop the fighting.


“I was impressed with how hands-on he was. Nehru wasn’t a big man, yet he was unafraid to get into the pit with everyone,” said Raghbir.


The third time was in Phagwara, where Raghbir was attending junior college. Nehru was delivering a talk to a smaller group of individuals. “I was taken by his charm and charisma, and with his practical stance on how India needed to reform,” said Raghbir.


“I admired Nehru for his education. He was a learned and erudite man. He was the intellectual force of the Indian Independence movement.” Raghbir started to realize that the key to making a success of himself was obtaining a good education. Nehru had studied at Trinity College at Cambridge University in the United Kingdom. Raghbir’s father extolled Nehru’s education, too. He told his son that if he wanted to get ahead in life, he would have to take school seriously, but that didn’t come easy.


CLASS IS IN SESSION


Raghbir’s parents wanted him to receive the best education possible, and they desired for him to get a jump-start on his schooling. So, his father asked his only brother, named Rur Chand, who didn’t have a child of his own, to take the boy to school for his first day—even though Raghbir was only three years old and the minimum age to matriculate was five. In those days, many children, like Raghbir, were born without a birth certificate, and so Rur listed young Raghbir as a five-year-old instead so that he could matriculate at the all-boys elementary school that ran from kindergarten through sixth grade. The school was named Ghanta Ghar meaning “Clock Tower,” and was located near the clock tower, perhaps the most iconic structure in Kapurthala. The school was about a thirty-five-minute walk from Raghbir’s home.


The students came mainly from middle-class families, and each class had about twenty to forty students. Admittedly, Raghbir wasn’t a talented student. He received poor marks in most of his classes, and he disappointed his parents with his results.


“My parents were ashamed of my prowess in school,” recalled Raghbir. He was constantly being compared to his cousins on his mom’s side, who were excellent in school.


“They would receive an A plus. I would receive a D minus,” he said. “My parents said that my cousins would be the superstars in life.” Yet he never cheated because “I was resigned to the fact that if I failed, I failed, and I would accept the penalty.”


Among the courses that my father did excel at from an early age were history and poetry.


“History is fascinating. It’s not a novel that someone concocted. It’s the real thing. And history teaches the do’s and don’ts. It really has been a great teacher for me,” he stated. Raghbir was especially curious about periods in which India had strong rulers, such as during the Mauryan Empire of the third century BCE and the Gupta Empire of the third century AD. At the time of Indian independence, many of India’s great leaders from antiquity such as Ashoka the Great were cited as examples of India’s power and strength. “I wanted to know more about my country when it wasn’t ruled by the British,” he observed. His lifelong interest in history has remained strong, as he is constantly reading books on topics as diverse as the founding fathers of America and Ghengis Khan and the Mongol Empire.


Above all, during elementary school, Raghbir’s favorite class was human relations. This course was inspired by poet and Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore’s school, which was located in Shantiniketan, West Bengal. This school emphasized the liberal arts and treating others with kindness to promote compassion and understanding.


“I took this course in second and third grades and it was quite unique to the school. The teacher taught us how to get along with others, how to approach others, and how to diffuse a situation. This basic training actually taught me a lot and prepared me for my life journey,” he said.


Among the specific lessons that he took away from this course were “always go with the intention of being selfless because when you put other people first, everyone will treat you right sooner or later,” he remembered.


“I sometimes was a nuisance to my teacher. Many times, I would ask teachers probing questions that they didn’t like. I wanted them to explain something more. After the second or third follow-up, they would get irritated that I was distracting the class and thought that I was dense because I couldn’t understand something the first time,” he said.


So the teachers would punish Raghbir, and any boy who caused trouble, with an odd practice. The student had to sit with his arms under his legs, while also holding his ears.


“We looked like chickens when we did it,” Raghbir said.


Even though he tried to respect his teachers, he still got into some sticky situations.


Outside of the classroom, he enjoyed playing sports with friends. He was an average batsman in cricket. He would play with Indir Mohan Ahuja, one of his best friends. Ahuja came from a wealthier family, as his father ran a bolt factory. Raghbir also enjoyed playing kabbadi, a sport in which players from each side yell “kabbadi” over and over, so as not to take a breath. While repeating this word, they try to raid the other team’s side and tag them out. “The game is exhausting,” said Raghbir.


He also banded together with five or six other boys and they became the enforcers of justice on the playground. “If other kids didn’t treat each other with respect, we took care of them. We would fight them. Our goal was to make everyone more courteous,” he said. “We would intimidate the other bullies. We brought law and order to other mischievous and rowdy kids,” he said.


He also found a way to create mischief in music. While in middle school in Kapurthala, students were given the option of doing physical exercises at seven o’clock in the morning or participating in the band. “Naturally, I chose music,” said Raghbir. His blind band director, named Mohammad Ali, gave him a flute, but Raghbir didn’t enjoy blowing into the instrument for hours because it gave him a headache. He complained to the band instructor, who noted that because of Raghbir’s short height, he would be assigned to the side drums (similar to a tom-tom), an instrument he played for three years in high school. As a drummer, he played an important role as a member of the marching parades. Raghbir wasn’t very tall, so a bass drum would be hung from the back of someone else, and he would follow behind, striking the drum in rhythm. Once when the maharajah of Kapurthala returned home via train, the high school band performed at the station. As the band commenced the music, Raghbir missed the beat and it threw off the steps of everyone in the band.


“I enjoyed watching the commotion,” he said. Of course, he was summarily punished by the band director, who hit him over the head with a baton. “But the fun and joy of watching the disorder outweighed the pain of punishment. I would do it again and again,” he said.


Raghbir realized that when things don’t go as planned, you start to see how people instinctively act. This would become a future strategy for success. Years later, when he applied for a job, he shocked the hiring manager by saying something provocative. “I knew that I couldn’t wow people with my brilliance. But when there is a surprise, it kind of levels the playing field, or tilts it in my direction because I knew I could out-hustle others. I could startle folks with my courage to say or do something unexpected. I would have no fear in my business career because I knew that I didn’t have much to lose because I started with nothing!” he said.


Raghbir thoroughly enjoyed music, however. One of his distant relatives, Kundanlal Saigal (K. L. Saigal), was a popular singer and actor in the early twentieth century. Saigal was the cousin of Raghbir’s paternal grandfather, Madhu Ram.23 Sadly, Saigal died at the age of forty-two in 1947 after complications from alcoholism. D. D. Sehgal traveled to Jalandhar, a city in Punjab, for the funeral. K. L. Saigal is still considered one of the country’s first entertainment icons, and in Punjab, he is celebrated as a hero.


“With my last name ‘Sehgal’ in Punjab, everyone thought I had musical talents, and I did! I loved to sing and still do,” said Raghbir. “My grandmother would encourage me: ‘Bir, sing that song,’” he said. His favorite song to sing was “Tera Dar Par Aya Hu Fariyad,” which means “I have come to your door with a request.”24 Raghbir didn’t become a professional musician because it wouldn’t pay the bills. “Music has always been a universal language for me,” he said.


Raghbir already knew how to speak Hindi, Punjabi, Urdu, and English. While he was at Randhir High School in Karputhala, he began studying Farsi after the maharajah visited Iran and then required students to learn the language. He also learned French because the maharajah had visited there and returned with the aspirations that young Indians in his region would learn the language. “I don’t remember any of the French,” he laughed. But he can still recite poetry in Farsi. Later, when Raghbir and his family moved to Patiala, he learned Sanskrit, an ancient language, while studying at Sanatan Dharam Sanskrit English School.


While his family lived in Patiala, Raghbir had the hobbies of riding his bicycle and tending to his pet pigeons when he wasn’t in school. His childhood friend, Tej Bahadur, had a collection of pigeons, and he would attach a message to the leg of a bird and then release it. The pigeon would fly to Raghbir to deliver the message. Bahadur gave Raghbir ten of his trained pigeons, and they would have fun sending messages such as “What movie did you see?” and “What did you have for dinner?” to each other. In fact, Raghbir grew his collection to 125 pigeons, which he kept in a cage outside his home. Once when Raghbir was ill, Bahadur’s father said that the Sehgals should fly the pigeons over their home because the flapping of the wings would create air, which would lower the fever.


“My father didn’t believe in this. But my mother wanted to try it. After two days of the pigeons flying over our home, my fever went down. But it was probably the medicine,” laughed Raghbir.


Raghbir took on a more senior role at home, as he was the eldest of his six siblings.25 Despite having many siblings, Raghbir appeared to be the chosen one who received the time, attention, and tough medicine of his father’s discipline.


“I feared my father because when he came home, it was a reign of terror,” he recalled. “I was thankful that he was away from the house so often. He was a disciplinarian.” Sehgal Sahib had worked in the Indian governmental bureaucracy and he respected the chain of command and the orders of those above him. He wanted to instill a strong level of obedience, respect, and duty in his son.


This is something my father internalized, and he therefore developed a strong sense of doing things the right way and showing others respect. And when he doesn’t get the right amount of respect (or people act inappropriately), my father would become the disciplinarian for others. Years later, he told a junior member of his firm to come inside a room for a corporate presentation. The employee said he would after he finished his coffee. My dad threw the coffee on the floor, shattering the cup. “It’s finished now.” This junior employee eventually became a senior leader in Atlanta and shared the story to an audience of more than four hundred people, citing my father as someone who taught him to respect others and prioritize the right things.


One of D. D. Sehgal’s students, Ibrahim, was also a gardener in the maharajah’s court. He would frequently come to the Sehgal house and try to use his produce as compensation for his tuition. Once, when Raghbir was eight years old, he accused Ibrahim of freeloading on his father and taking advantage of him financially. When D.D. returned home, Ibrahim said that young Raghbir had spoken harshly to him. Raghbir admitted to this transgression, and his face was met with the slap of D.D.’s hand.


“My grandfather Madhoram and father both believed in corporal punishment, and in India it’s important for the children to obey the parents,” said Raghbir. D.D. routinely spanked his son and also hit him with a stick, to the point that Raghbir would have bruises. On one occasion, D.D. punished Raghbir by hanging him upside down in a well that was fifteen feet deep.


“He scared the hell out of me, especially since I didn’t know how to swim,” he recalled. You can imagine how many times my dad invoked this story when my sister and I were children, making the case for how much easier we had it: “My father hung me from a well!” I fact-checked him on this story by asking beeji, my grandmother, who responded, “The well wasn’t that deep,” to which we all laughed.


Alas, at the time, beeji would grow angry at her husband and tell him to stop the physical abuse. “In those days, it was normal and acceptable behavior for a father to act this way toward his son,” Raghbir said. He was mischevious with his friends, but Raghbir tried to obey the law established by his teachers and parents. He didn’t want to face the wrath of his father, especially. “I never questioned my parents, argued about haircuts or clothes. I did what I was told and obeyed them. As a boy, I was closer to my mother. She was kinder to me. I reviled my dad. When I left India, I came to love him. And when he passed away, I worshipped him.”


Upon reflection, Raghbir realized that from his father he learned the importance of doing the right thing and telling the truth, which indeed were ingredients to his eventual success in the United States. “My brother Sant, who wasn’t as successful in his business career, laments that our father wasn’t more authoritative with him,” he said. “My father taught me discipline, and that has been instrumental in my life.”


POWER OF PROTEST


Raghbir graduated from high school near the bottom of his class. His test results, along with the rest of the students’, were published in the local newspaper, and there was no graduation ceremony. Raghbir flirted with the idea of joining the military through the Joint Service Commission. One of Raghbir’s friends joined the Indian Navy, and Raghbir thought this might be a viable career path to join the military. “I wanted to join the Indian Army because they helped India attain independence.” But he didn’t pass the rigorous entrance exam, and it wasn’t meant to be.


He therefore enrolled at Mahindra College, a junior college based in Patiala, and he started to take classes in chemistry and physics at the instruction of his father, even though he had no interest in the subjects.


After attending Mahindra College, he transferred to another junior institution, Vishwakarma Political Institute (VKPI) in Phagwara, where he could study engineering, the career that his father most wanted his son to pursue. While a student at this institution, he grew interested in campus politics and student affairs, so much so that he found himself a wanted man by the law.


Three months after he enrolled at VKPI, a student strike erupted. There were two theaters located on the same road, and both were owned and operated by a businessman named Charan Das. The older theater was called Malwa and the newer one was known as Phool, which means “flower.” There were no student discounts, which was common in other cities. This irritated some students, who felt that Mr. Das had a monopoly in the market. They felt that he should offer the same discount at his new theater so that more students could enjoy the facility. Students chanted, “There’s a discount in one in U.P., why not in Patiala?”


Some two thousand protesters marched into Phool Theater and vandalized the new facility. They tore the curtains down and trashed the lobby. The police arrived and started to beat the students with sticks, so the crowd dispersed. Young Raghbir was a bystander in the strike, watching what was happening but not participating in the vandalism.


The next day, the police issued warrants for the arrest of five people. These included the president of the student body, deputy president, secretary, and treasurer. And they were looking for one more person:


“They wanted me! I was a nobody. And the police were keen to speak to me,” remembered Raghbir. The police went around town looking for these top four individuals in the student body, but they had gone missing. Raghbir hid in his family’s home, which was on the second floor of a bazaar. He didn’t tell his father because he didn’t want to get punished. He pretended that he had a stomachache, and he resisted his dad’s recommendation to go see the doctor. Instead, Raghbir confided in his mother, who assured him that she would protect him.


“Don’t go out because the police are looking for you, and they will arrest you. We’re trying to work out why they are looking for you. But for now, please stay hidden,” said beeji.


“I kept asking myself ‘Why me?’ I’m just a first-year student who doesn’t know anybody or anything,” Raghbir said.


News got around that a wealthy jeweler named Jyoti Saraf who lived in Patiala agreed to bail everyone out of jail. So all the alleged culprits would have to gather to discuss the idea. The plan was hatched that Raghbir and the four other accused individuals would ride in a Jeep, and there would be a procession of female students in front of the vehicle. Everyone knew that the police wouldn’t injure the girls, so they effectively served as protection. Someone put a garland of yellow marigolds around Raghbir and the four others, a symbol that these alleged culprits were rebels to be respected among the student community. The police encircled the vehicle when it arrived at the courthouse. All five young men were escorted to meet the judge, and many students watched and cheered them on.


“Who wants to give this bail?” asked the judge.


“Your honor, I’ll write the check, no matter the amount,” said Saraf. And the students were then released. The commotion had also resulted in a win for the student body: Charan Das agreed to institute the discount program.


Still bewildered as to why he was included in the incident, Raghbir asked the vice president of the student body, Ram Murti, who was also swept up. Before the vandalism began, Murti happened to be standing next to Raghbir, and he asked the first-year student if he could borrow his notebook to write something down. Raghbir’s name was written on his notebook. When the commotion started, Murti started to run and he dropped the notebook, which the police saw and collected. They surmised that Murti and Raghbir had been scheming together.


“It was a total accident,” said Raghbir. “But I learned that sometimes opportunity comes knocking. And if you tell the truth, in the end, things will be okay.”


This whole episode had increased Raghbir’s profile on campus and among the student community. He had tasted what it was like to be recognized by others, and he quite liked it. Moreover, he was beginning to understand how politics was the arena in which positive changes could happen. The next time he got enmeshed in such an imbroglio, it would change his life forever.



DREAMING OF AMERICA


My father has regularly found himself in fortuitous situations—and not by accident. He reaps what he has sown because he is constantly thinking about how he can serve other people. And in this way, the laws of karma have managed to bless him with good fortune.


During the 1950s, while he was a student at Mahindra Junior College, Raghbir was more directly exposed to the leaders of Punjab.26


“There was a lot of energy in India after its independence, and I wanted to participate in the elections happening in my community,” said Raghbir.


A meeting with the chief minister of Punjab, Colonel Raghbir Singh, changed my father’s life forever. In the Indian system of government, the chief minister is the highest position in every state, like the role of a governor in the United States. Singh was a short, stubby man with a long gray beard who wore a turban, as he was a practicing Sikh.27


Singh had to oversee a post-Indepenence Punjab that was working through several large issues, and plenty of smaller ones, too. For example, back then, it was difficult to obtain entrance in a local university called Patiala Medical College. So, Singh helped his chief secretary,28 who was from Patiala. Singh nominated his secretary’s son for admission to the university. This was no doubt an act of preferential treatment, and some in government took issue with Singh’s decision. The deputy chief minister, Brish Bhan, a Hindu lawyer who served in the cabinet, felt that it was the wrong thing to do, especially because the student who was selected may have taken the spot away from candidates in Bhan’s district who wanted to matriculate at the medical college.


Bhan instigated a strike of students to demonstrate outside the residence of the chief minister in Patiala. The protests gathered steam, led by students in the nearby colleges, many of whom were obtaining their master degrees. There must have been at least 1,500 students there, and there were plenty of bystanders taking in the scene. One of these was my father, who was just a first-year student. Yet Raghbir did something that likely changed his life forever and altered the trajectory of his career: he spoke up.


Raghbir went to some of the protesters and quietly asked why they were complaining. He wanted to know their exact reasons for making such a spectacle. In his estimation, the young man who had been given preferential treatment had good grades and was qualified to attend the medical college. If the young man was unqualified to attend the medical college, Raghbir would have certainly opposed the action. But this was a case of a smart person getting into a good institution. And while there may have been political influence, the acceptance of this young man wouldn’t be corrosive to the academic strength of the institution. Raghbir kept on making his case to small groups of protesters (“But the young man is still qualified!”), and he eventually caught the attention of one of Colonel Singh’s associates who was monitoring the situation. This associate asked others what school and class my father was in. He then told Raghbir, “I like what you’re doing.” After about two hours of demonstration, the associate returned and this time had an offer for Raghbir: Would he like to meet the chief minister?


“I was flabbergasted,” said Raghbir. “I was a lowly student. I was the son of a clerk in the Indian civil service. And yet the the most powerful person in my state wanted to meet me.”


Naturally, Raghbir consented, and he was taken into an area known as Baradari or Bara Dari, a group of about a dozen residences that was built by the maharajah of Patiala. The chief minister lived in a large building in the complex known as Moti Mahal, which translates to “Pearl Palace.”


There was an immediate bond because my father and the chief minister had the same first name. Singh referred to my dad as Bachu, which means “child.”


“Bachu, what do you think of this student strike?” he asked.


“Colonel Sahib, it’s wrong, and it shouldn’t be happening. This is all politics. The young man has the academic marks to be let into the institution. He should be permitted to attend.”


Impressed with his maturity at such a young age, and with his answer, Singh then asked young Raghbir for a favor:


“I like your thinking. What can you do to help me break the strike?” he asked.


“I would not normally interfere in breaking a strike. But this is a wrong strike, and I will do what I can to help,” he replied. It took a certain amount of courage to consent because my father was effectively volunteering to go against the popular opinion and stem the discontent.


Over the next four days, Raghbir met with various individuals who were protesting. He made sure to do it quietly and without detection because he wanted to truly understand the concerns of each demonstrator and didn’t want to elicit negativity toward himself.


“Every conversation was a way for me to help them let out some steam, and I discovered many didn’t hold strong opinions on the issue at hand,” he said. Raghbir also offered to be a sounding board and conduit for future protests. “If there is a problem, come to me. There’s no need to create such a disturbance. I’ll try to take your issues directly to the elected officials,” he said.


These acts of personal diplomacy were successful. Raghbir also scheduled meetings with protesters stretched over a few days, so that the fervor would naturally dissipate. The protests lost their intensity and soon they stopped altogether. Raghbir was asked to visit the chief minister again.


“Bachu, you did a great job. The strike ended because of you,” he said. Even though my father felt that he had played a quiet and minor role, here was the chief minster crediting him for the good work.


“What do you plan to do with your career?”


“Colonel Sahib, I will continue my education here in India,” replied Raghbir.29


But Singh had other plans. He told one of his assistants to bring Raghbir’s father to the chief minister’s residence.


“My father was both thrilled and terrified to visit the chief minister’s residency,” remembered Raghbir. “He also didn’t have a clue what was happening because I had not informed him.”


When D.D. Sehgal arrived at the majestic palace, he was taken to the bedroom of Colonel Singh, who was receiving a leg massage from a male valet.


“He was shocked to see me sitting there, too,” said Raghbir.


D.D. Sehgal bowed his head toward the minister, who motioned for Sehgal Sahib to sit in a chair.


“Mr. Sehgal, I want you to know that this bachu has done a great job, and I want you to know that I would like to take care of his future.”


Singh then elaborated on his plans for the young Raghbir. He said he wanted Raghbir to run for local elections in an area called Samana, about thirty kilometers from Patiala. It was a seat for which the party selects the nominee, and my father could run unopposed. It was almost guaranteed that he would win the election. After winning, Raghbir could then join the cabinet of Singh and serve as the youngest minister.


But Raghbir still couldn’t run as a teenager. And besides, he needed to receive a college education. Singh then planted the seed from which my father’s journey would blossom.


“I will send Raghbir to the United States of America so that he can receive a bachelor’s degree from a university. I will provide the money for the scholarship and expenses. And when he returns, he will be the right age to compete in the election and serve in my cabinet,” said Singh.


Upon hearing this, D.D.’s eyes began to well with tears because he could start to fathom what this meant. At the time, many Indians believed that US institutions of higher education were the pinnacle.


“I still didn’t comprehend the magnitude of this. I thought America is where the cowboys lived because I had seen a couple Western movies. But I was still on cloud nine upon hearing the news, and seeing the reaction on my father’s face,” said Raghbir. “It was one of the happiest moments in my life. It was the first time that I saw my dad truly proud of me.” And Raghbir had earned his way into this position, not by his performance at school or his test results, but by volunteering and serving. These traits would become his calling cards later in his personal and professional lives. He knew that he couldn’t compete academically with the best, but Raghbir knew that he could outwork and outcommunicate others. Instead of studying his way to success, he understood that service could also be a potential path. This meant serving others and causes important to the community. Throughout his career, he would return to this seminal moment when Colonel Singh opened his eyes to what he could become.


Both Raghbir and his father returned home to share the news with the family, who were tremendously excited by what the future might hold. The plan was for him to continue his education at VKPI studying engineering so that he could prepare for his trip and education abroad.


But a few months before he was expected to finish his stint there, he received some unexpected and tragic news. The newspaper headlines read: “Col. Raghbir Singh—Dead from Heart Failure.” The chief minister died while on a trip to Shimla. His passing left a void not only in the top echelons of Punjabi politics but also in the plans of my father. Raghbir had lost his sponsor, patron, and mentor. He immediately took a bus from Phagwara to Patiala, where he shared the news with his parents.


Upon arrival, he made his way to the chief minister’s residence, and there was quite a commotion outside, with police sirens and a crowd that had gathered. One of the police officers recognized Raghbir and let him into the house, which is where a funeral procession had started. Colonel Singh’s corpse was brought into the main area. The maharajah of Patiala, who was the head of the state, was standing in the same section, and he recognized Raghbir, too. The body was loaded into a carriage full of marigolds, which also had a prominent Indian flag.


“I sat there behind it. Not saying a word. Just taking everything in. Trying to absorb what was happening around me,” Raghbir remembered.


What’s worse, Brish Bhan was elevated to become the new chief minister. Bhan had opposed Colonel Singh’s overtures to obtain admission to a university for his colleague’s child. Raghbir’s affiliation with Singh was frowned upon by the new leader. Bhan’s associates sent a note to D.D. Sehgal notifying him that Raghbir’s scholarship and plans to study abroad were canceled.


“I felt terrible, just awful. I didn’t know what to do,” said Raghbir. He turned to his mother and said, “That Raghbir Singh is dead. But I’m still alive. I would like to go to the United States. I want to study and make a life there.”


Despite his death, Colonel Singh had accomplished something remarkable. He’d made an indelible impression on young Raghbir and helped him see the possibilities of what he could become. Without meeting Singh, my father may have remained in Punjab, perhaps working in local business or joining the civil service, like his father. But meeting the chief minister instilled in Raghbir an idea that burned brightly within him. It was a dream that he wouldn’t let go and would do anything to attain. He knew that if he wanted to make a name for himself, if he wanted to live up to his burgeoning expectations, he would have to leave home.


FAREWELL, INDIA


The Sehgals simply didn’t have the means to send their eldest son to the United States. Word had gotten around the community that young Raghbir had his dreams dashed with the death of the chief minister. So a wealthy businessman and family friend who ran a bus company provided a ticket for the teenager to travel to the United Kingdom by ship.


One of Raghbir’s cousins was named Mahraj Krishnan Sarin (who went by Muna Bhai Sahib), and he was the son of beeji’s sister. He worked for the Indian high commissioner. Raghbir couldn’t obtain a visa to travel to the United States because he didn’t have the money to make it all the way there. So the plan was to journey to the UK, stay with Muna Bhai Sahib for a few days, find a job, and save money that could be used for moving to the United States and covering a university tuition.


Just a teenager, Raghbir was ready to leave for the UK, but he experienced yet another setback. The ship was to set sail from Mumbai and travel via the Suez Canal. But the canal was blockaded from October 1956 to March 1957, as part of the Suez Crisis.30


Recognizing the tumultuous situation in which her son found himself, beeji knew she had to do something. She and Sehgal Sahib didn’t want to ask their family friend for another favor. She sensed her son’s ambition to achieve great things. Through his raw political and people skills, he had almost stamped his own ticket abroad. Thus, she sold her necklace, bracelet, and rings for about £1,000. She came home and didn’t tell her son immediately what she had done. “There was both sadness and joy in our house. She was happy that she could help me achieve my dreams. But also, melancholy because I would be leaving home. My dad didn’t want me to go,” he said. They went to the ticketing agent in Chandigarh to buy a ticket on a KLM flight.


“I was sad in a different way. I didn’t know where the hell I was going. I was going from absolute security to no security. So I had some hesitation in my mind,” he said.


At the same time, Raghbir’s friends from high school and the junior college were amazed with his plans and ambitions. Most of them had started jobs as junior engineers and eventually became executive engineers who would marry someone from their hometown and live the rest of their lives in Punjab.


In 1956, the Sehgals, the two parents and their seven children, boarded a bus from Chandigarh to the Delhi railway station. Raghbir and his family were met there by his mother’s sister and his cousins.31 In sum, about thirty members of the family went with Raghbir to Palam airport in Delhi to bid him farewell.


“My cousins were all very happy for me. They admired my courage to leave the safety and security of Punjab for the unknown in the United Kingdom. They knew I was taking a big gamble. And that I was ambitious and had persistence. To be honest, I didn’t really know what I was doing,” confessed Raghbir.


In those days, there were limited security checks at Palam Airport. Raghbir and his family gathered at the departure gate.
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Raghbir leaves India for the United Kingdom


“The final good-bye was tough,” recalled Raghbir. “Saying good-bye to your loved ones is difficult, but you do it when you know they are going to be better off.”


He shared hugs and tears with his parents. Their eldest son was going to a distant land, unknown to them. What they hoped was that he would experience a life and possibilities that would be better than what they could provide in Punjab. Beeji told her son to promise to come back after two years. Sehgal Sahib hugged his son tightly. After Raghbir had ascended the stairs to enter the prop plane, he saw his father motioning for him to come back.


When Raghbir went back to his father, Sehgal Sahib gave him his prized Favre-Leuba watch, which he had treasured for many years. (Raghbir still has the watch prominently displayed on his office table.)


Raghbir boarded the plane and sat motionless as the flight took off. Despite wearing twenty-two pounds of extra clothes, he managed to fall asleep. The plane stopped in Khartoum, Sudan, to refuel. Everyone was ordered off the flight so that the plane could also be cleaned. Outside, the weather was 118 degrees Fahrenheit, and young Raghbir looked out of the plane with hesitation. One of the flight attendants, sympathizing with the plight of this teenager, told him that he could remove his extra layers. He was extremely grateful. He took off the bulky coats and pants, put them in a pile, and went immediately to the airport lounge.
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Raghbir boards his flight to the UK


When the plane was ready, he reboarded and flew to London’s Heathrow Airport. He managed to catch a bus, which he took to a station where he met his cousin, Muna Bhai Sahib. When he saw Raghbir holding a pile of clothes, Muna Bhai Sahib asked, “Was the flight so long that you had to do this much laundry?”


They laughed and embraced. These cousins turned expatriates would have to rely on such good humor and persistence to get them through their next chapters.
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