














Praise for
India Inc.


“In a sea of global content, few stand out as as influential or as passionate as Vikas Pota, in providing a fresh, new perspective to the subject of India Inc. going global. By telling the stories of some of India’s best business brains, this book provides a fantastic insight into how the big challenges of our time are being tackled by the next wave of globally successful entrepreneurs.”


S. A. Hasan, Director, TATA Ltd


“An insightful and thought-provoking look at some of the world’s top entrepreneurs and how they got there. A must-read for any aspiring Dragon or business person wanting to understand the minds behind the greatest business expansion of our world today.”


James Caan, Dragons’ Den


“Is India going to reach its potential, which its incredible demographics offer the nation? In much of our BRICs analysis out to 2050, the outlook for India seems potentially the most exciting of these emerging giants. But if India is going to get there, it is going to have to boost its productivity significantly along the way. India Inc. examines the key players that are shaping the India of tomorrow; these are the people that will lead the country into a new future, both in terms of what they are doing now and through the examples they set as role models.”


Jim O’Neill, Head of Global Economic Research, Goldman Sachs & author of The BRICs Report


“One of the important trends of the first decade of the 21st century is the presence of Indian companies on the world stage. As the geo-economic weight shifts to Asia in this new century, after more than two centuries of Euro-American domination, we need to better understand the implication of the presence of Asian business leaders in the global arena. India Inc. will play an important role in providing a nuanced understanding of India’s role in this globally shifting economic environment.”


Vishakha N. Desai, President and CEO, Asia Society, US


“India Inc. details Vikas Pota’s fascinating exploration of the business people who have provided the backbone for the past decade of extraordinary economic growth in India. Acknowledging its newfound classification as an ‘emerging power’ and ‘land of opportunity,’ Pota sets out to answer some of the more difficult questions that have arisen from this period of globalization and great success in India.


Formulating his work into a series of mini-biographies, Pota does an excellent job of addressing these questions and highlighting the traits that have allowed India’s now famous innovators, entrepreneurs and legacy business owners to reach the pinnacle of success. This book is well researched, highly informative and, most of all, relevant as it sheds light on one of the world’s most exciting growing economies.”


Lynn Forrester de Rothschild, CEO, E.L. Rothschild LLC


“Given the heightened global attention on Indian corporate leaders, and indeed on emerging market business leaders going beyond their local markets, Vikas Pota’s book is a timely look at ten Indian business leaders, each unique in his or her own way. Covering leaders across a range of businesses, backgrounds (from inheritors of family businesses to first generation entrepreneurs to professional managers), leadership styles and growth paths, the book tells fascinating stories of vision, ambition and execution.”


Sonjoy Chatterjee, Executive Director, ICICI Bank, India


“Vikas Pota’s detailed analysis of India’s top business leaders provides comprehensive insights into the Indian way of doing business. It helps us to understand what works and what it takes to reach the pinnacle of global business.”


Chandrajit Banerjee, Director General, Confederation of Indian Industry, India


“Vikas Pota is known as a great communicator. The firm he leads shines a light on the best that India has to offer and his book goes even further, offering the scope for a detailed examination of the people behind the headlines. This book really uncovers the human side of the Indian success story – read it!”


Mark Kobayashi-Hillary, Director, National Outsourcing Association, UK


“The story of India’s outstanding entrepreneurs has captured the global imagination… and it’s a story that India Inc. tells brilliantly. Read this book for real insight into the people and the companies that will increasingly dominate the world economy.”


Rt. Hon. Patricia Hewitt MP, Chair, UK–India Business Council


“India has arrived! … This book explores the contributions of ten of India’s entrepreneurs in a way which not only answers the ‘who?’ but also the ‘how?’ and even more importantly the ‘and now what?’. This book is your guide to some of those men and women who are making the difference… Enjoy your journey!”


Lord Digby Jones Kt, Former UK Trade Minister & former Director General, Confederation of British Industry


“India’s growth story has been propelled by private enterprise and the spirit of entrepreneurship. Vikas Pota appropriately indicates that the transformation is happening across different sectors. The book dives into the heart of what makes India Inc. tick. The learnings from the spectacular growth of the individuals profiled in the book are relevant for practitioners globally.”


Ajit Rangnekar, Dean, Indian School of Business


“Inspiration and ideas. That’s what Vikas Pota offers readers in this book that brings together the insights and experiences of some of India’s most accomplished entrepreneurs. Taking a global perspective, Pota shows how these leaders are striving to solve important challenges while helping position India for international success in the decades ahead. The story is exciting and the characters are compelling – even heroic at times. Those seeking a behind-the-scenes look at the innovation that drives real entrepreneurs and fuels their success will find India Inc. invigorating.”


Dean Dipak Jain, Kellogg School of Management, Northwestern University, USA


“Everyone will be able to identify with the top ten people… Hopefully this book will encourage even more of India’s talent to ask themselves ‘what am I waiting for?’”


Dr Shailendra Vyakarnam, Director, Centre for Entrepreneurial Learning, Judge Business School, University of Cambridge


“India Inc. is an important work for anyone who is trying to understand the India of today in the business of tomorrow. It offers a unique insight into what drives an Indian to conquer the world, to access markets beyond India and to create enduring value for consumers and stakeholders alike. This is a must-read for anyone who wishes to understand the DNA of today’s Indian titans and what makes them tick around the world.”


Suhel Seth, Managing Partner, Counselage, India


“Vikas Pota has been building bridges between India and the UK for many years. Now he has put his knowledge between two covers. He has done a great job showing us that India’s strength is in its business leaders – their spirit, their values and their immense capacity to overcome obstacles. If you want to do business with India – read this. It will help you to understand India better.”


Lord Meghnad Desai, Professor Emeritus of Economics, London School of Economics


“An outstanding read which is both readable and informative. Unusually for this category of book it is entertaining and insightful; an absolute must-read for anyone involved with India or business or the general reader wanting to know the forces shaping our world today.”


Alpesh B Patel, India Dealmaker for the UK Government and Chairman, UK India Business Angel Network


“This is a captivating account of India’s progression into a leadership position on the global economic stage, seen through the experiences of some of India’s most prolific and successful business leaders. With IT entrepreneurs leading the charge, Pota documents how India’s tech titans have become part and parcel of everyday lives by delivering critical services to a global customer base.”


A. S. Lakshminarayanan, Vice President & Head – Europe, Tata Consultancy Services, UK


“With TV shows about entrepreneurship like Dragon’s Den leading our TV ratings, this book hits the mark by chronicling the success of some of India’s most successful entrepreneurs. Through his interviews, Pota tells the stories of their journey to success, but more importantly asks some tough questions that provide an opportunity for them to comment on subjects such as the challenge of China, the impact of climate change, and the future of family owned businesses, which gives an invaluable insight to an international audience that debates these issues daily. A ‘must buy’ for anyone interested in learning what makes ‘India’s best’ tick.”


Dr. Mohan Kaul, Director General, Commonwealth Business Council, UK


“Whether we’re talking of how Narayana Murthy borrowed Rs 10,000 from his wife to found Infosys which today is a multi-billion dollar success, or how Kiran Mazumdar Shaw has built her biotech empire despite having been discriminated against due to her gender, or how Tulsi Tanti has stuck at it to strike it rich with Suzlon, which is his 17th consecutive entrepreneurial attempt, Vikas Pota’s book is truly inspirational. India Inc. brings to the fore a new set of role models to the world, whose names will undoubtedly be taken in the same breath as Bill Gates, Richard Branson and Donald Trump in years to come. What a great book.”


Bhikam C. Agarwal, Executive Vice President, Arcelor Mittal


“Vikas Pota’s insights, ability to look beyond the obvious, and his outstanding ability to interpret the inner workings of the boardrooms of India’s most enterprising firms makes this book an essential read for anyone interested in the meteoric rise of Indian businesses going global. If you care about the impact of some of the fastest growing global companies, then India Inc. is a must read.”


Dixit A. Joshi, Managing Director & Head of European & Asian Equities, Barclays Capital plc


Like Paris in the 1920s, which produced artists, composers, and writers who shaped the intellectual thought of that age, India over the past two decades has been prolific in spurring a star-burst of iconic business leaders that would change the course of human history. Unshackling from a command–control economy of the past sounds like such a simple idea now. But, looking back, could the future Prime Minister of India, as the then-Finance Minister of the Country – an economist by education and profession – ever have imagined that in his determination to enable India to gain access to much-needed capital, technology, and best practices when he embarked on the reform path of the early 1990s, he would simultaneously unleash a pent-up dynamism and energy of a special breed of entrepreneur that would positively influence the destiny of the 21st century? It would be from this environment of creativity and free enterprise that an indigenous but constrained private sector would finally erupt with a volcano of ideas, new business models, and vision – all imbued with a commitment to social responsibility.


The contribution of India’s leadership, which persuaded a country of a billion population to open and embrace free-market principles, and then encouraged its business leaders to flourish with conscience, has now only begun to be measured as India rises to join China and the United States as the three most powerful economies on this planet. Family values, tradition, discipline, dharma (duty), and grit are the essential ingredients that lace together Vikas Pota’s thoughtful collection of essays on the men and women who made India’s transformation possible. These men and women, and this work, are a testament to democracy and to what can be achieved when imagination, properly motivated commerce, and the human spirit are set free.


Ron Somers, President, US–India Business Council
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Introduction



A great deal has been written and said about the emergence of India as a future superpower. Its growing economic might has been the talk of countless summits and seminars in recent years as global giants and business leaders rush to get up to speed with one of the fastest-growing economies in the world.


But amid all this economic hyperbole, we seem to have lost sight of some very basic elements that define this trajectory of growth. This book was born out of an urge to dig a little deeper into the key factors behind some of the Indian business leaders who are making such an indelible mark, not just in the domestic arena but, more significantly, across the globe.


Was it a well-defined vision for the future or just a tentative inquisitiveness that led them to look beyond their own shores to carve out a niche for their businesses?


Was the “Made in India” brand crucial to their success or was it their success that actually placed the brand among some of the biggest and the best today?


Are there some uniquely Indian aspects to globalization that Indian entrepreneurs and professionals have instinctively used as the blueprint for their growth strategy?


Do they take seriously their social responsibility to ensure that India’s growth does not continue to leave its masses behind? If so, does that responsibility extend to bigger-picture issues of global warming and climate change?


Are they truly winning globally, especially as the world economy contracts?


As I grappled with such questions, some monumental deals hit the headlines and offered a sneak peek into the curiously Indian brand of globalization. On January 31, 2007, Tata Steel won its bid to acquire Anglo-Dutch steel giant Corus. It redefined the business landscape as the largest Indian takeover of a foreign company, creating the world’s fifth largest steel company and instantly catapulting Tata into the big league. The $11.3 billion deal unleashed a frenzy of interest in what Tata represented and what this would mean for jobs in Europe. My phone rang off the hook as journalists and analysts called to try to get some insight into an acquisition that had tilted the economic balance between the developing and developed world.


I do not fancy myself as an academic or indeed a business guru who has all the answers. But as I fielded each call I realized that on this one subject I did know much more than most. Even trivia like the fact that Jamsetji Tata, founder of the Tata group, once visited Manchester to seek out new machinery for his textile business, but came away so impressed with steel and iron that he went on to establish the first steel factory in India, setting the foundations for Tata Steel at a time when the industrial revolution had passed India by.


The seeds of this book were sown as I recounted some of these facts to many people who were perplexed as to where this deal had sprung from. In fact, Tata’s acquisition of Corus was by no means a flash in the pan but was the natural culmination of years of strategic growth at one of India’s best-known conglomerates.


This got me thinking about some of the other success stories that may still be in their nascent stages but had made that all-important overture toward global markets. It was only a matter of time before more Indian names would find their rightful place in the lexicon of successful and profitable business takeovers and mergers.


Tata is now imbedded in the very fabric of world steel production. JRD’s distant nephew, Ratan Tata, has successfully built on his legacy and taken his dream of being a global player to the next level, following Corus by Tata Motors’ acquisition of Jaguar and Land Rover in 2008. The iconic car brands owned by the Ford Motor Company were bought for an estimated $2.3 billion, once again setting the business world abuzz with the might of this purely “Made in India” brand.


The very fact that the deal was clinched on the promise that no jobs would be lost had the unions backing the Indian takeover all the way. Of course, the global economy has been through a seismic shift since then, forcing Tata to turn at first to the British government for what can only be described as a “bailout” package, only to find the terms unreasonable. He eventually sought funds from the private sector to enable the firm to survive the worst economic crisis the world has seen since the Second World War. But this does not take away from the fact that since the buyout, Tata has stuck to its word and kept job losses to a minimum, investing all that it takes to effect a turnaround in the fortunes of the troubled European car industry.


Leaders of the Pack


The fact that the domestic Indian market is growing proves to be a major boon and safety net for Indian companies like Tata, who face the severe consequences of the slowdown in other parts of the world while their home market sees expansion.


The Confederation of Indian Industry predicts a 6.5 percent growth rate for the Indian economy in 2009–10, which is lower than its double-digit growth rates in recent years but more promising than many Western economies that are struggling under their own weight. This growth pattern has been largely responsible for the success of those Indians who have become household names through their business fervor and economic might. Many are dollar millionaires, with their every dollar chronicled by Forbes and Fortune. And though their fortunes have taken a slight dip in line with the downturn, they remain well poised for the upswing.


For me, the leader of the pack has got to be Mukesh Ambani, the older of the two siblings who each took over half of the Reliance empire after the death of Dhirubhai Ambani. Mukesh, now the richest Indian and the seventh richest man in the world with a personal wealth valued at $15.5 billion, is the Chairman and Managing Director of Reliance Industries. His empire extends from petrochemicals to textiles to oil and gas exploration. Reliance claims global leadership in its businesses, being the largest polyester yarn and fiber producer in the world and among the top five to ten producers of major petrochemical products. It exports products in excess of $20 billion to 108 countries.


If Mukesh represents “old” industry, his brother Anil Ambani is forging ahead aggressively in what is popularly referred to as the “new” services-led economy with the Anil Dhirubhai Ambani Group (ADAG). Anil’s prowess lies in the fields of entertainment with Reliance Entertainment, telecommunications with Reliance Communications, and finance with Reliance Capital. He may be the younger one who has embraced new industry areas, but he has fast become the Ambani to track, following glitzy tie-ups such as the one with Hollywood filmmaker Steven Spielberg, which he hopes to leverage to take Bollywood global. He knows the subject intimately, given his marriage to a yesteryear Bollywood starlet.


While Mukesh is a reclusive and private individual, Anil is seen as flamboyant and mega ambitious – as if he needs to prove his worth. Whether it’s pounding the streets of Mumbai in the marathon, or his parliamentary career, or his personal relationship with the Bachchans, the de facto royal family of India’s much-watched film industry, Anil’s businesses flourish the world over and his personality marks him out in the public eye as the Ambani to watch.


What both brothers enjoy is the head start that their father provided them, a fact that neither will deny. The true question is whether they make as big an impact as Ambani senior did by setting up a mega corporation from scratch within his lifetime.


If you’re looking for an Indian business leader who’s created a larger-than-life public persona, there’s no beating Vijay Mallya, who enjoys the tag of India’s Richard Branson. He took the reins of the United Breweries Group at a very young age and has made it a globally competitive conglomerate with business interests spanning alcoholic beverages, airlines, engineering, agriculture, and others, totaling approximately 60 companies. Among his notable achievements are the 2007 acquisition of Whyte & Mackay, one of the world’s oldest Scotch whisky brands, and his genius in getting around Indian regulations on the promotion of alcohol to brand his airline Kingfisher after the beer brand he owns. His largesse extends beyond business to buying a Formula One team and holding the Bangalore franchise of the recently formed Indian Premier League, which has added to his brand recall in the hugely important Indian market.


Talking of brand recall, you just can’t get away from the Bharti Airtel mobile phone brand in India that Sunil Mittal has successfully established. Known as India’s poster boy for entrepreneur-ship, Mittal’s story is compelling. At the age of 18, in 1976, he borrowed Rs 20,000 from his father to form a business that made bicycle parts for local manufacturers, which he sold in 1980. As a result of his father’s position as a Member of Parliament, Mittal successfully obtained an import license in what can only be described as a closed economy. Through this, he became the sole dealer for Suzuki Motors’ portable electric generators, which were imported from Japan. However, he made his name by being one of the first to identify the telecoms sector as a major growth area and subsequently lobbied to allow private-sector firms to manufacture push-button telephones in India. As India opened up its wireless telephony segment in 1995, he was one of the first to launch a mobile phone service and there’s been no looking back. Today, over 5 million new mobile phones are sold every month in India and Sunil Mittal is the biggest beneficiary of this boom.


Ever keen on riding the next wave, Mittal has set his sights on the retail sector in India and has a strategic alliance with the famed US retailer Wal-Mart. Through this connection, he provides the promise of a new market in a landscape he understands all too well. So far his activities have focused on the domestic market, for understandable reasons, but given the potential of a merger between South Africa’s MTN and Bharti Airtel, as India’s regulatory environment changes we may see the day when a domestically focused Bharti becomes a truly global telecoms firm.


Of course, we also have to tip our hat to the other Mittal – Lakshmi N Mittal, not a relative, known equally for the dominant position he’s carved out in the global steel industry. He left India decades ago to make a name for himself on foreign shores. It all started in Indonesia, where he turned around an ailing steel company and found he could apply his learning elsewhere in the world. Known for this particular ability, he charted a course that ultimately led to his company becoming the world’s largest steel manufacturer by acquiring Arcelor in 2006. Now based in London, he is the richest man in the UK with billions to his name. Whether you read about his donations to the Labour Party or his daughter’s lavish wedding – where it’s reported he spent £20 million to mark the occasion – or buying what at the time was Britain’s most expensive home in Kensington Palace Gardens, you can’t but marvel at what made all of this happen.


We could also speak about the giant steps taken by the likes of Anand Mahindra, who’s shaken up the US tractor market by stealing significant market share from John Deere & Co., or about his recent acquisition of Satyam Computer Services, previously embroiled in one of India’s worst examples of corporate fraud.


Last but not least, we could also highlight the achievements of Kumar Mangalam Birla, who heads the Aditya Birla Group, a $29 billion conglomerate, which acquired the Canadian firm Novelis in 2007, turning the company into the world’s largest aluminum producer. Among his other businesses is the world’s 11th largest cement producer, the fastest-growing copper company in Asia, and the global leader in viscose staple fiber.


Beyond the Headlines


However, you won’t find profiles of these high achievers in the pages that follow. The reasons are many, the most important being that multiple biographies and analyses have been devoted to them in journals and books over the years. Almost anyone with even a mild interest in the world economy is likely to have come across some of their achievements.


I felt that it was time to look at some of those who have followed in their footsteps, built on their foundations, or simply been chipping away relentlessly through the ups and downs to find themselves at the threshold of global success in their respective fields. Along with the Tatas, Reliances, and Bhartis of this world, the business leaders I describe are, collectively, responsible for putting India on the world map.


My general interest in successful people formed the crux of my inquiries when I set out to interview these high achievers, carefully whittled down to a shortlist of 10 to cover every aspect of India’s growing prowess. My pursuit took me back and forth between the UK and India and across the length and breadth of India itself – Delhi, Mumbai, Pune, and Bangalore.


There is, of course, a keen focus on information technology, the bedrock of India’s corporate repute and fame. The others I chose to profile present a distinctively Indian sensibility toward global expansion in fields as diverse as pharmaceuticals, biotechnology, banking, manufacturing, entertainment, and green energy.


I was curious about what each individual had done to make it into the big time. Among my themes I included questions on their early days, their perspectives on what it takes to succeed, whether their Indian heritage played any role in their thinking or business achievements, and how those who lead family-owned businesses, members of what has been termed the “lucky sperm club,” view their successes in years to come.


Suffice to say that interviewing such trailblazers has been nothing but an awe-inspiring journey for me. As an entrepreneur who sees before him new opportunities and the corresponding challenges, meeting these giants and learning what they have done proved invaluable to my personal education. This experience can only be described as equivalent to studying for an MBA at a leading business school, such is the wisdom, inspiration, and practical knowledge I’ve gained.


The Ones to Watch


I start with Narayana Murthy because of his status as the father of Indian software. Chairman and Chief Mentor of Infosys, he is credited with creating one of the most enduring Indian success stories. Harvard Business School Professor Tarun Khanna puts it simply: “Infosys stands out on the world stage because it is possibly the most transparent and open company in the world.” This worldwide respect is largely down to Murthy and his founding team, under whose leadership and guidance Infosys continues to flourish.


Subhash Chandra, the man with the Midas touch who claims he can create something out of nothing, piqued my interest simply because I had been brought up on a diet of Zee TV. My parents, like many others, saw it as a crucial link to the motherland that would balance out any corrupting influences of growing up in London. The founder of what has now become an iconic brand proved to be a man with a mission. Known as the media baron who took on Rupert Murdoch and won, Chandra’s global domination in the field of entertainment remains on course. And while he may have created a name for himself in the media industry, his achievements in the global packaging industry are also nothing short of phenomenal.


Malvinder Singh offers a prime example of a family-owned business that has diversified and incorporated a world-class professional structure. Interestingly, soon after I met Malvinder he hit the economic news tickers with the sale of his majority stake in Ranbaxy to Japan’s Daiichi Sankyo, and has again made news recently by resigning from Ranbaxy altogether, despite having hailed the sale as a groundbreaking “strategic deal to cement his company’s future.” Armed with a kitty of approximately $4 billion and with age on his side, Singh will continue to make waves. Gautam Kumra of management consultancy McKinsey speaks of his moves as “a young entrepreneur’s steps towards building a global institution.”


What is truly interesting about K V Kamath is the way he took a developmental finance institution and turned it into a globally recognized and integrated banking brand. Faced with the melt-down of Lehman Brothers in 2008, ICICI could have perished had it not been for the deftness, judgment, and communication skills of Kamath and his trusted lieutenants. While the heads of bank chiefs were rolling and despite the fact that he was due to retire, Kamath stepped up and offered to steer a clear course for ICICI, prior to relinquishing executive control to take on the mantle of Chairman.


While gender must not be the criterion for judging any kind of success, the fact that Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw stands out as one of India’s few female entrepreneurs who started out from scratch to create a global force made her worth examining as a role model. Being a woman might have made it impossible for her to break through the male-dominated world of brewery, but that did not stop her from using her talent in fermentation to find a cure for obscure diseases in the biotechnology sector with her company Biocon. Subhanu Saxena, UK-based CEO of Swiss pharma giant Novartis, encapsulates her talent very straightforwardly: “Her combination of huge energy, passion and incredible determination gives her a fearless quality. She has shown the world what is possible in India if you put your mind to it. The sky is the limit.”


In terms of rising through the ranks on the basis of sheer talent, Subramaniam Ramadorai stands out among many of his peers. He started out as a junior engineer in a fledgling Tata business, and is now responsible for propelling Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) into the big league to compete with the likes of IBM and Accenture. The company not only offers its IT expertise to help Ferrari maintain its speed supremacy in Formula 1, but has also ventured into helping aerospace companies like Boeing in their quest for efficiencies. That TCS belongs to the Tata stable is certainly a crucial factor in its global pole position.


From IT to Bollywood might seem like an odd jump, but Kishore Lulla is a very similar case study in how a relatively obscure product can become a significant tool for expansion in the right hands. Bollywood films may have been ridiculed as melodramatic and frivolous song-and-dance routines in the past, but today they command a respect that comes only when profit margins force the world to sit up and take notice. Lulla saw this potential way back in the 1970s and built Eros International into a media powerhouse ready to take on the world. I met him just as Slumdog Millionaire was raking it in at the box office around the globe with its typically Bollywood flavor, and it was apparent that his faith had not been misplaced. He may be my wildcard for this book, but Bollywood films have taken the “Made in India” brand to places traditional industries can only dream of.


Then there are the likes of Tulsi Tanti, a Gujarati businessman who had the foresight to realize that energy costs are crucial to the success of any manufacturing firm. What started as his need to manage his own costs soon became the solution he rolled out to his peers and to the world. Tanti sells wind turbines and can compete with Al Gore in rattling off carbon facts. His faith in wind energy, he claims, is very simply “common sense.”


Shiv Nadar is another IT leader I opted to include because there is very little known about the man behind HCL. It was a proud moment for me when the company set up a call center operation in Belfast. In a single stroke, an Indian company had silenced the critics of outsourcing who dismissed it as a damaging phenomenon that was squeezing jobs away from the West. HCL not only created jobs with the new call center, but forced many of these critics to rethink their preconceived notions about outsourcing as a cheap back-end operation in developing countries. Nadar started by manufacturing hardware and has successfully made the transition to delivering high-value software consultancy services to some of the world’s largest companies. Mark Kobayashi-Hillary, Director of the National Outsourcing Association, applauds him for successfully “crossing that bridge between hardware and software to compete with the likes of Hewlett Packard as a leading service provider.”


I decided to end with Baba Kalyani, the Chairman and Managing director of Bharat Forge, who took on the daunting task of changing the image of the manufacturing sector in India away from cheap, low-skill, and inferior to its Chinese neighbors by showing the world what it’s possible to achieve. Take the simple fact that every second truck in the US has a part in it supplied by Kalyani’s firm. Sensing the global slowdown in the auto sector, he diversified into the wind turbine business and across various sectors to expand further. Mohan Kaul, CEO of the Commonwealth Business Council, credits him with creating an enduring “brand value” for Indian manufacturing.


The Big Picture


I hope that the overarching themes of this book help create a picture of the dogged determination combined with immense self-belief that have helped many of these leaders punch way above their weight. It is important to bear in mind that most of them started out at a time when India was not today’s open economy.


Until the economic liberalization of the 1990s, even acquiring a single computer meant surviving a frustrating cycle of red tape and import hurdles. Then there were the unfriendly market conditions to contend with, with many international companies refusing to do business with India because its products were synonymous with mediocrity and its government with stifling bureaucracy.


An image shift has taken decades to bear fruit and there is still some way to go. But if some of these superior brains you will read about have their way, India is well on its way to giving the world the next set of role models after Bill Gates, Richard Branson, Rupert Murdoch, and Warren Buffett.





N R Narayana Murthy
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[image: image] Non-Executive Chairman and Chief Mentor of Infosys Technologies, a Bangalore-based global IT consulting giant.


[image: image] Borrowed his share of the $250 start-up fund from his wife to found Infosys with six engineers in 1981. Today, Infosys is worth billions of dollars.


[image: image] Known for his ethics and belief in good governance, and often talked about as a contender for public office. At one time his name was touted for the post of President of the Republic of India.


[image: image] A regular fixture on the Davos circuit. Infosys is one of the few Indian firms that has invested extensively in positioning during Davos in order to lead global debates on the biggest issues facing the world’s largest private corporations.



The Compassionate Capitalist



A brutal encounter with Bulgarian guards transformed a young and idealistic Communist into one of the world’s most successful entrepreneurs, dedicated to the pursuit of capitalism and the rewards it brings.


The event that transformed N R Narayana Murthy’s beliefs was one of the first turning points in his life. It took place in 1974 in Nis, a border town between the former Yugoslavia and Bulgaria. As he described it in a speech to New York University:


“I was hitchhiking from Paris back to Mysore, India, my home town. By the time a kind driver dropped me at Nis railway station at 9 p.m. on a Saturday night, the restaurant was closed. So was the bank the next morning, and I could not eat because I had no local money. I slept on the railway platform until 8.30 p.m. in the night when the Sofia Express pulled in. The only passengers in my compartment were a girl and a boy. I struck up a conversation in French with the young girl. She talked about the travails of living in an iron curtain country, until we were roughly interrupted by some policemen who, I later gathered, were summoned by the young man, who thought we were criticizing the communist government of Bulgaria. The girl was led away; my backpack and sleeping bag were confiscated. I was dragged along the platform into a small 8×8 foot room with a cold stone floor and a hole in one corner by way of toilet facilities.


“I was held in that bitterly cold room without food or water for over 72 hours. I had lost all hope of ever seeing the outside world again, when the door opened. I was again dragged out unceremoniously, locked up in the guard’s compartment on a departing freight train and told that I would be released 20 hours later upon reaching Istanbul. The guard’s final words still ring in my ears: ‘You are from a friendly country called India and that is why we are letting you go!’


“The journey to Istanbul was lonely, and I was starving. This long, lonely, cold journey forced me to deeply rethink my convictions about Communism. Early on a dark Thursday morning, after being hungry for 108 hours, I was purged of any last vestiges of affinity for the Left.


“I concluded that entrepreneurship, resulting in large-scale job creation, was the only viable mechanism for eradicating poverty in societies. Deep in my heart, I always thank the Bulgarian guards for transforming me from a confused Leftist into a determined, compassionate capitalist.”


Inevitably, that ruthless sequence of events led to the eventual founding in 1981 of Infosys – a name synonymous with India’s information technology prowess. Infosys is now the largest publicly traded software company in India and was the first Indian company to be listed on Nasdaq. Headquartered in Bangalore, it achieved the $1 billion revenue milestone within 23 years of its inception and in 2007–09 its annual revenues touched nearly $5 billion, with a market capitalization of $15–16 billion.
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“Insightful and thought-provoking... A must-read for any aspiring Dragon or
business person wanting to understand the minds behind the greatest
business expansion of our world today” James Caan, Dragon’s Den
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