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INTRODUCTION


Culture Matters


WHAT MAKES THE COLLECTIVE behaviour of the members of one organization different – often starkly so – from others? The rank and file of some companies may appear doused with an invisible elixir of self-driving motivation, just as much as the leadership at other setups laments their teams’ lack of accountability and initiative. There is a palpable buzz of dynamism and innovation in a few while a visible pall of sluggishness shrouds the others.


When we search for answers, most stakeholders tend to ascribe this disparity chiefly to ‘money’. The generic explanation is that better-paid employees outperform those receiving lesser compensation. It is a lazy hypothesis because it is largely unexamined.


In the winter of 1999, when I was commanding a Rashtriya Rifles battalion in Kashmir’s Kupwara region, Pakistani infiltrators – mostly soldiers disguised as militants – crossed the Line of Control in the Kargil area of Jammu and Kashmir and occupied posts that the Indian Army had vacated for the winter. For decades, both armies had adhered to an unwritten understanding over vacating their respective posts for the harsh winter months. These posts are at heights ranging from 16,000 to 18,000 feet in rugged, barren and cruelly inhospitable terrain. Winter temperatures routinely drop to –48°C. Even occupying these peaks is challenging, and it is inestimably harder to attack up the forbidding slopes.


Pakistan’s strategy was breathtakingly audacious: to occupy, with careful stealth, the temporarily vacated bunkers, and thus dominate the solitary artery running from the Kashmir Valley to Leh. The severing of this strategic road would render India’s sustenance of the Leh–Ladakh area untenable. It would foment trouble between two nuclear-powered nations. And, ergo, the first whiff of an impending conflagration would attract the world community’s focus on – and even intervention into – the Kashmir imbroglio.


The Pakistani thought stemmed from another assumption. The Indian Army would be unable to recapture heights completely bereft of cover, as up-the-hill assaults would be suicidal and prone to failure even before the troops could begin the arduous climb through a hail of bullets. The line of control would thus shift forward for Pakistan.


But the eventual outcome flew in the face of those well-laid plans. The Indian Army units defied those simplistic assumptions, not hesitating to pay a huge human cost to recapture every inch of the ground. Without exception, the officers and soldiers displayed superhuman courage. I mention this fact not to tom-tom a famous victory, but merely to provide an exhibit of concerted heroism so that we can examine the fount of such extraordinary behaviour.


And what was the magnitude of that collective courage? We have an instructive insight from the diary of a thirty-year-old Pakistani officer who was deployed at those heights for seventy-seven days until he ‘withdrew’ for what Time magazine’s Asia edition described as ‘reasons he wouldn’t specify’. He told the magazine that:




The skirmishes with the Indians started in May. In the early days, we mowed down many of them. Those Indians were crazy. They came like ants. First, you see four, and you kill them. Then there are 10, then 50, then 100 and then 400. Our fingers got tired of shooting at them. We felt sorry for them. Sometimes they came in such large numbers we were afraid of using up all our ammunition. There is no instant resupply, so you have to be very careful. We were always worried that we would use up all our ammunition on one attacking Indian party and would have none left when a new group came. But God was always with us. You could see lots of bodies strewn down below or in the gorges.’1





Could it be that notwithstanding the meticulously crafted strategy, the Pakistani endeavour failed because it had misread a vital element that drives organizational performance – culture? The Pakistani Army’s thought process betrayed a horrendous miscalculation of their Indian counterpart’s culture.


This life force called culture is the motif of our theme song throughout the book.


Every organization – company, political party, club, school and college, NGO and government department – has a culture. Indeed, so does every family. It doesn’t matter whether that culture has come about as a result of thoughtful reflection and action or has grown like untamed wild grass. Where there is community, there will always be culture. And the quality of that culture will largely sift the wheat from the chaff.


Culture is the prime mover of our collective behaviour. Its silent stream ripples just below the surface – visible here, invisible there – but powerfully guides the behaviour of every group. It is often the sole difference between winning and losing, yet many leaders are oblivious to it beyond trite clichés. Those who are aware that their organizations have ‘cultural’ infirmities struggle to craft a clear strategy for bringing about lasting change. To be sure, many organizations in the business world are shining examples of distinct and effective cultures. But they are rarities in a sea of cultural mediocrity.


Culture matters.* It matters more than most of us realize in a lifetime. The engine of culture drives human beings, rewarding them with a sense of identity they unremittingly seek. Culture lifts the burden of endless daily doubt and scepticism about the road to be taken. It lends meaning and respectability to our actions. It assures us that we only belong and flourish if we swim in unison, especially when the currents are against us.


The objective of this book is to demonstrate the distinctiveness of the Indian Army’s culture that makes daily victories possible. By recounting my experiences in the Army, I try to show how greatly a robust culture contributes to a community or organization’s ability to survive and thrive in any situation. However, the lessons and learnings, though meant to be universal, are offered primarily for the business world.


This book’s core message is wrapped in true stories and case studies. I have steered clear of tales of gallantry that have already been embellished with the highest awards. Instead, these accounts are of the everyman soldiers of the Army. After all, culture is not represented by the gladiators. It is the script that the ordinary rank and file write every day.


I do not wish to suggest that any organization try replicating the Army’s culture. The Army’s work environment, organizational structure and goals differ so significantly from the business world that a blindly made copy would be nonsensical. So here is a caveat. Companies can extract countless lessons for every nuance of leadership and organization-building from the following narrative. They can also learn the framework for effecting change in their culture. The book calls for creating a distinct culture that could set a company on the path of regular wins.


The stories in the book celebrate the Indian Army’s culture. Does that imply no flaws in its cultural edifice? Not so. As in the case of every organization, the Army’s culture is also imperfect. But one can argue that the Army has far more going for it in the ‘credit’ column vis-à-vis the infirmities.


During my speaking assignments, the discerning audience has repeatedly sought answers to questions such as: What about the people who join the Army? Are they not more dedicated, patriotic and selfless than people in other walks of life, thus giving the Indian Army a ‘cultural advantage’ right from the starting line? The truth is that the intake for the Indian Army comes from the very same cities, towns and villages as for other professions. Those who serve in the Army have economic, social or educational backgrounds no different from their countrymen. When a soldier is recruited, he does possess essential character qualities that would mould him into a soldier. Beyond that, he is also like every other citizen – no more patriotic, dedicated or selfless than anyone else.


The truth is that the magic only happens after he joins the Army. The organization pares off the unnecessary attributes and shapes him in its cultural image. The silent subterranean stream called the Army’s culture slowly but surely shifts his mindset towards life and work.


The first seven chapters underscore one attribute each that either benefits from a robust culture or feeds it. The last chapter is a primer for creating or transforming culture in other organizations, especially in the corporate sector.


The book presents real-life case studies to prove that the fundamental truth underlying the Army’s performance is its culture. To the rest of us outside the Army, it reveals a secret that is hidden in plain sight.









1


STRATEGY FOR BREAKFAST




‘Culture outperforms strategy every time, and culture with strategy is unbeatable.’


– QUINT STUDER





I


SOME TWO DECADES AGO, on a bright June morning in north Kashmir’s Kupwara district, a small Indian Army convoy was making its way up an unpaved track. A Jonga vehicle was at the helm, with a larger load carrier in its wake, trailing by half a kilometre. The mostly unpaved road was a grey sliver, winding around the slopes of thickly forested dark green hills on one flank and, on the other, brown open fields stretching to a seasonal river.


Militancy in Kashmir had reached a bloody peak in 1997. However, fidayeen, or suicide, attacks against Army posts and vehicles that started in 1999 – almost in concert with Pakistan’s occupation of the Kargil heights – were still a phenomenon lying in wait.


Unknown to the two officers and four soldiers in the Jonga, a group of Hizbul Mujahideen militants had planted a colossal amount of explosives under the track and were awaiting the passage of the leading vehicle over the precise spot. By itself, the explosive was incapable of prosecuting violence. It was merely inert plastic. But by way of a detonator and underground wires engineered into a receiver box, with a tiny antenna protruding up at some distance, it was transformed into a deadly Improvised Explosive Device (IED) designed for unspeakable destruction. The militants lay ambushed in the forest above, waiting to trigger the IED with a simple handheld radio set. It was common knowledge that Pakistan’s ISI was the supplier of these devices.


When the IED burst, the terrifying, ear-splitting boom resonated for miles. People in the adjoining villages rushed out of their homes, fearful that a great calamity had just been unleashed. Those working in the fields froze. No one dared move to the scene of attack.


The blast catapulted the leading Jonga above the line of the surrounding eucalyptus trees, and then, reclaimed by gravity, the vehicle smashed onto the gravelled track. The driver of the trailing truck saw it spin twice, mid-air. Even as they rose skywards, the company commander Major Mohit Whig instinctively put a hand on his co-driver Lieutenant Ravi Loganathan’s arm, as if to steady the youngster’s nerves.


The crash instantly killed the major and the two soldiers sitting in the rear. It incapacitated Ravi Loganathan and the two remaining soldiers, all bleeding and trapped inside the mangled heap of metal. The Jonga was unrecognizable except for its olive-green paint. The blast made an eight-foot-deep crater.


Anticipating that the militants might approach the site to finish off the survivors and decamp with weapons, Ravi tore through the metal and began spraying the slope with his AK-47. He couldn’t see much through the fog in his mind. Due to considerable blood loss, Ravi was battling trauma and increasing weariness, but the moment demanded that he surmount it all.


And surmount he did. Through dwindling consciousness, Ravi kept his resolve intact. An engineer by education and profession, the twenty-five-year-old officer was now in a near-fatal exchange of deadly fire with the militants. He continued to shoot up the slope to ward them off. While he did not hit any, his response had the desired deterrent effect. The militants continued to fire but chose discretion and refrained from approaching the dead and the injured.


I was the commanding officer of the battalion and had visited the two officers’ company post that very morning. I had even asked Major Mohit Whig to accompany me in my vehicle. Sensing his hesitation to travel with his CO, I had jovially held out the carrot of my Jonga’s music system. He had pointed out that his vehicle had one too. That was the point at which we had parted with a chuckle. An hour later, he was gone forever.


We heard the thunderous boom and learnt of the IED blast over the radio set. The radio operator indicated that there were multiple casualties. Unsure whether there were more explosives along the route, we disembarked and began to run towards the site, our weapons at the ready. Sporadic gunfire echoed in the distance.


On the way, a battalion three-tonne truck passed us. The driver briefly got down and, in a voice quivering with emotion, told me that he was carrying the dead and the injured. They were all there except for Lieutenant Ravi, who had refused the opportunity to be evacuated until he could personally report the incident to the CO.


As we frantically jogged the few kilometres towards the sound of gunfire, an officer running alongside stopped me and pointed out that I had on red-coloured collar tabs that colonels and higher ranks usually sport. The wearing of the tabs – sometimes referred to as the lipstick on the collar – violates the norm of active operations, for it makes the commander an easy target for the enemy snipers. He tersely asked me to remove them. I promised him that I would, but my mind being preoccupied with what had happened, I resumed my anxious jog towards the site of action.


After we covered a kilometre, the soldier running on my left – an Army barber – Lance Naik Roop Lal, asked me: ‘Can I have a word with you, sir?’


‘Sure,’ I replied.


‘The advice Major Dev gave you about removing the collar tabs is eminently sound. I completely agree that there is no courage in wearing these into battle when tactical norms prohibit it. What if they shoot you next? There would be utter chaos if that happened.’


I nodded in agreement as Roop Lal paused to catch his breath.


‘But sir, my next piece of advice is that you must not remove them today. And not for at least three more months. You must not let the soldiers in the battalion get the wrong impression that a few casualties can shake their CO or the officers.’


What would you say of an organization where such a sterling lesson on leading by example is understood and internalized even at the very lowest rung? How would you rate the strength of a setup where the rank and file believe in their bones that it is the crux of leadership, even if doing so imperils your existence? Where twenty-something-year-olds disregard severely traumatic injuries and blood loss to ‘report’ matters expeditiously and take action against the enemy without delay?


And can any grand plan or strategy against the opponents marvellously succeed unless the underpinning culture of that organization is so aligned to that very strategy?


The fact of the matter is this: strategies will only succeed where there is a supporting culture. This includes business organizations as well. The converse is also true – a weak strategy may be offset to a degree by a robust culture. Many companies spend days, weeks and months poring over the drafting of strategies that could propel them to substantial gains and wins. But not all of them spend even a fraction of that time and effort to ponder whether a culture needed to support those strategies is in place. The leadership of such companies assumes that no investment is necessary to enquire into the prevailing culture, much less tweak or transform it. After all, the rank and file are there only to obey diktats and somehow deliver. Sophisticated plans are all that’s required to help organizations breeze past the post.


As we will see, nothing could be more delusional than ignoring the blanket of culture and assuming that strategy alone can be the prime mover.


II


Arguably, the word that the higher echelons of most organizations obsess over is ‘strategy’. We love its lofty sound. It assures us that the leadership is seriously reflecting upon playing a role on the big stage. The reason for this self-seduction is easily understandable. Everyone instinctively knows they can hardly expect to succeed without an overarching vision.


The grand, holistic idea of strategy covers meticulous details of resources, timelines, threats, opportunities and a clear-eyed approach to the summit. It is what welds all the components together for the realization of the larger goal. Strategy is the big picture that allows you to stop fussing with the weeds while trying to grow a forest. It is what the sixteenth-century Japanese soldier-philosopher Miyamoto Musashi described as the ability to ‘see distant things as if they were close and to take a distanced view of close things’. Why? Because ‘perception is strong and the sight weak’, he explained. Therefore, businesses that pore over crafting a strategy before drafting execution plans are right on the money.


But then, not all strategies succeed. Bewilderment arises when strategy runs aground despite all the correct sums about one’s resources, material capabilities and competitors’ potential. Is there a critical trick such leaders miss that leads to disappointing – even disastrous – outcomes? While looking far ahead, we are sometimes oblivious to a fundamental home truth – a truth called ‘culture’ that fuels any strategy’s success.


If the culture of your team is not aligned with the company’s strategy, sooner or later the ship will be dead in the water. The logic of this wisdom is so evident that it is surprising to see so many leadership decisions not seeming to take it into account. I have seen a company harbour an ambitious strategy to ‘go international’ and compete with multinational corporations. This, even though the rank and file were steeped in a culture of working without processes and following ancient business practices. No one thought these issues would hinder the strategy’s success. And a few brave voices that suggested a change were met with scepticism, indistinguishable from derision. If such a strategy so fundamental does not work without preparing the right culture, what hope do more grandiose ones have?


Management guru Peter Drucker famously said ‘culture eats strategy for breakfast’.1 English strategic thinker Max McKeown offered the perfect solution: ‘strategy and culture (should) have breakfast together.’*


III


A culture aligned with strategy is the force multiplier that beats the path to the summit of victories. The converse is equally valid.


Many military experts on either side of the LoC believe that the Pakistan Army’s strategy to occupy the peaks of Kargil in 1999 was breathtakingly audacious.


Planning for Operation Badr had been in the works since the winter of 1998. The strategy was to prepare and launch both militants and regular soldiers of the Northern Light Infantry battalions, masquerading as jihadi fighters. These ‘militants’ were to infiltrate Indian territory and occupy posts on the peaks. An operation of this nature requires meticulously planned logistics. The Pakistan Army spared no effort in developing helipads, improving tracks and stockpiling mountains of ammunition and other supplies, without attracting the attention of Indian surveillance apparatuses. Extensive reconnaissance followed, after which the Pakistanis set up patrol bases.


The theme song of this gargantuan effort was the rewriting of geostrategic realities. East of the Zoji La, the sole artery of surface communication connecting Srinagar–Kargil–Leh would thus be dominated, effectively severing the rest of India’s links with that area. In a clear violation of the Shimla Agreement, this stratagem could have altered the alignment of the LoC. But Pakistan was not letting legal niceties weigh it down. It wanted to move the needle firmly in favour of its geostrategic argument. And besides getting hold of peaks, it also planned to capture the strategic village of Turtuk on the Shyok.


Achieving surprise is a significant component of any successful military strategy. Pakistan executed it to near perfection. But no military strategy, no matter how brilliant, can come to fruition without close coordination between the armed forces, the political apparatus and, of course, all military services. Such effort requires a robust culture of transparency, cooperation and information exchange woven into its fabric, leading to an uninhibited support system. Here, the comparison between the two cultures – of the Pakistan and Indian armies – tells its own story.


It is no secret that in Pakistan, the army – and the army alone, not the air force and the navy – calls all the shots. The democratically elected prime ministers serve at the pleasure of the chiefs of army staff, the exact opposite of the reality in India. The Pakistan Army also rides roughshod over the air force and the navy; other uniformed forces receive less attention.**


Culturally attuned to arrogating the exclusive grasp of ‘national interest’ to itself, the army evidently chose to hide the plans from its own prime minister. Nawaz Sharif later publicly accepted as much. Admittedly, there is some confusion over this fact, but substantial evidence to the effect that the army top brass felt no need to dovetail the politico-civilian structure into the war effort exists. Leading Pakistani writers and intellectuals, like Nasim Zehra (author of Kargil to the Coup2), Ayaz Amir and several others have reached that unmistakable conclusion. Writing five years later in Dawn on 23 July 2004, Ayaz Amir repeated what the country already knew: ‘But in May [of 1999] came strange rumours of “mujahideen” activity across the Line of Control in Kargil, which was a bit mystifying because the Kashmiri freedom fighters were always thought to be operating inside the Kashmir Valley. What were they doing along the LoC?’3


If the public was in the dark, it was in distinguished company for once, for even the heads of the navy and air force knew nothing. Nor, more alarmingly, did most of the corps’ commanders have even a whiff of what was afoot across the LoC. There is nothing unwise about keeping an imminent offensive’s plans classified from the public at large. But should even the other service chiefs be deliberately blindsided and not considered vital to the war effort?


It was only around 20–22 May that the other service chiefs and the formation commanders were brought into the loop about what had already unfolded. They were informed, in heroic terms no doubt, of the great successes registered in ‘filling the gaps’ along and across the LoC.


But who else was in the know? As it turned out, a rather limited number of senior commanders: the commander of the northern troops, Major General Javed Hasan, now Commander 10 Corps; Lt Gen Mahmood, later head of the Fauji Fertilizer Company (who says Pakistani generals are not versatile?); Lt Gen Aziz, the DG Military Operations, Lt Gen Tauqir Zia, who later became a cricket czar; and, of course, the Chief himself.


The other grievous error made by the Pakistani planners was misreading the culture of its enemy army. Implicit in the strategy was the assumption that when the summer arrived, the Indian Army would not be in a position to retake the captured mountain tops. Who in their right minds would choose to attack uphill on slopes bereft of cover, with nothing but boulders to give momentary protection from the enemy’s firing? Wouldn’t that be suicidal to attempt? The reading cost Pakistan a colossal loss of face and, possibly, permanent trauma.


That canvas of turf domination, opaqueness, arrogance and disregard for coordination clashed with the Indian Army’s culture which was steeped in very different colours.


On the Indian side, the quality of coordination and seamless communication was of high order. In his seminal work, Kargil: From Surprise to Victory, the then Army Chief General V. P. Malik has devoted an entire chapter to coordination.4 He writes: ‘We three service chiefs . . . were regularly invited to participate in the Cabinet Committee on Security proceedings. [Thus] the political hierarchy could get to know the views of the armed forces first-hand and, simultaneously, the three chiefs could obtain clear-cut political directives directly from the prime minister.’ There was an institutionalized process that prepared the groundwork. And drove the execution of the mission – codenamed Operation Vijay – mounted to retake the heights of Kargil.


And shining another beam of light on the culture of the armed forces, General Malik writes, ‘The Indian Army, Navy and the Air Force have inherited a legacy of maintaining a totally apolitical stance . . . Unlike many of our neighbouring countries, the Indian Armed Forces have stuck to the concept of loyalty to the constitutionally elected government . . . Their oath is to the Constitution of India.’5


Once the battle was joined, the Pakistanis displayed another aspect of their culture that would be a complete anathema in the Indian Army – their treatment of the soldiers. They refused to claim their dead. For years, the Pakistan Army disowned the soldiers of the Northern Light Infantry that had perished in this operation. Dead bodies were scattered in many places; without exception, the deceased were given a dignified military burial by the victorious Indian units. The stories of the neglect of their dead – culturally unthinkable for the Indian Army – by the Pakistan Army have been published by its veterans in blogs. In a stirring online account ‘Kargil – Tales and Bodies’, a Pakistan Army veteran who only identifies himself as Imran, had this to say: ‘Not very far from Y Block in DHA Lahore is a graveyard with neatly laid out grave plots on green grassy patches. Here lies buried my friend and course-mate Lieutenant Faisal Zia Ghumman . . . Not everyone fighting on the desolate heights of Batalik and Chorbat La and Kargil was that fortunate.’


He recounts the different fates of the fallen on either side. ‘. . . in Turtuk . . . A daring dash by a patrol of 11 Rajputana Rifles [of the Indian Army] led by Captain Haneef Uddin was met with stiff resistance. The attack failed with heavy losses, with the daring Captain among the casualties. For some time, both Captains Farhat Haseeb Haider of 7 NLI and Haneef Uddin of 11 RAJRIF shared the same fate, with their bodies lying on the snowy slopes astride Shyok too difficult to be recovered due to treacherous weather conditions and the heavy volume of all arms fire. Captain Haneef’s body was recovered at the end of the war and was buried in Delhi with full military honours. Captain Farhat Haseeb Haider lies buried under some unmarked boulder across the divide in a foreign land.’6 The blog is replete with similar stories and comparisons, including that of Major Abdul Wahab, who was awarded Sitara-e-Jurat for gallantry. ‘The officer’s body, along with others who fell on Tololing, was never recovered.’*


 Only years later, Pakistan published a list of 350 of its soldiers, mainly from the Northern Light Infantry, in a nondescript section of an official website called Shuhada’s (Martyrs’) Corner.


Culture will devour even a good strategy for breakfast. The Kargil War was a clash between two militaries, resources, national will and strategies. But it was also a clash between two widely dissimilar cultures.


One army believed that it was larger than the nation and made no effort to take the other wings of the government on board.* The Pakistan Army does not lack courage or devotion to the cause. But equally, its culture, developed over decades of enjoying political power, is also marked by unthinking audacity and arrogance. These are hardly the attributes an organization should flaunt while taking on an opponent. Ultimately, the Pakistani assumption about the lack of the Indian Army’s propensity to take casualties proved catastrophic.


And the other army, dyed in the democratic tradition, treated itself as a cog in the giant wheel of the war effort.


In an interview General Malik, the army chief who led the victory in Kargil, unequivocally told me: ‘Culture must aim at organizational goal. In our case, it must meet the crux of “fight well and win the battle”. And that can only happen if it is resting on the pillars of courage, leadership, esprit de corps (and not just for the living), a belief in the system and adherence to tradition.’ It would not be inaccurate to assume that any discussion about culture will elicit many of these expressions repeatedly. In Kargil, riding on the dividends of its culture, the Army unhesitatingly paid the cost. Five hundred and twenty-seven officers and soldiers were killed and 1,363 wounded.


But the Indian Army took Kargil back.


What defines the culture of your organization? Does it work as a powerful engine to accelerate strategies up the mountain of success? Or does it substantially drag the progress, pushing every step into an enervating mire?


IV


The genesis of the Kargil War – and indeed at the heart of the warped relationship between India and Pakistan – is the dispute over the status of Jammu and Kashmir. Since the late 1980s, Pakistan has fomented insurgency in the state, pushing thousands of militants to create instability and bloodshedding.


As any military expert knows, counter-insurgency is among the most brutal fighting campaigns. It is slow, painstaking and messy. The great Lawrence of Arabia likened it to eating soup with a fork. The war on militants is complex because it is fought on a borderless battlefield inhabited by civilians.* It is an asymmetrical contest where the ‘weak’ play by an entirely different set of rules. The militant is hardly recognizable because he does not wear a uniform, live in a camp, travel in distinctive vehicles, or have to follow laws that prohibit extortion and killings; instead, he moves in small groups and stays in civilian houses.


 In asymmetrical warfare, the weak will win the match-up unless the ‘stronger player’ can exhibit staying power and adaptability to the new paradigm. That script has unfolded in Vietnam, Northern Ireland, Afghanistan and during many other conflicts. In the business world, it unfolds daily between established entities and the unorganized marketplace, peppered with entrepreneurs working out of garages and other makeshift locations. And on the globalization scene, asymmetry is what loaded the dice against the West – the less advanced countries follow their own set of ‘rules’ concerning labour and environmental concerns, etc. – thus beating the West’s cost of manufacturing.


How has the Army fared under this constant bleeding for decades? How well has it sustained its motivation through a seemingly never-ending war? What has enabled the soldier to consistently display resilience and fortitude in the face of human cost and repeated criticism from the uninformed?


It will be instructive to put this phenomenon under a lens and see how individuals have regularly acted to meet organizational objectives in Jammu and Kashmir – and other counter-insurgency operations. What sustains ordinary soldiers? Could it be that monetary rewards or medals lie at the heart of this collective motivation, and that the Army’s culture plays only a subsidiary – even minor – role?


Spoiler alert: like all other anecdotes in this book, what follows is not a ‘Param Vir Chakra’ story. Rather, it represents how the rank and file respond and how the ordinary do the extraordinary, almost every day, owing to a hardy organizational culture.


Jubin Mathew was a shade over seventeen years when he entered the portals of the National Defence Academy to train for a commission in the Indian Army. The tall, slightly built young man came from Trivandrum. Four years of rigorous training later, he was commissioned into the Bihar Regiment – a regiment of the infantry whose troops primarily hail from the states of Bihar and Jharkhand. As is the custom in the army, unlike the troops, the officers of infantry regiments can be drawn from any state.


Five years later, at the age of twenty-six, Jubin was promoted to Acting Major and handed over the command of a 100-soldier company in the Manasbal area of Jammu and Kashmir. Militancy was raging through the state.


On a spring day in 1997, when the Valley is arguably at its most resplendent, Jubin’s battalion got a tip-off about the presence of three militants in a village near Soura. Two of these militants were foreigners, their descriptions typically matching those of Pakistanis or Afghans. Since no one knew their precise location, the unit cordoned off three adjoining villages at night, and the troops waited for dawn to commence the search.


Unbeknown to them, the militants were outside the cordon. After the familiar sounds of the azaan wafted through the area and the sun began to rise, they made their move. A soldier spotted them scampering through the fields. Challenged, the militants fired a volley at the troops and, in the heat of the moment, erroneously scooted back into the cordon, disappearing in the village’s narrow streets packed with houses.


Jubin’s company began to search the village, cordoning off streets and cautiously moving towards the suspected area. One of the militants noticed this movement and fired. The bullet hit a soldier – a Non-Commissioned Officer (NCO) – in the shoulder. Now that the cordon had narrowed down the location of the militants, the troops rapidly surrounded the house from which the shot was fired. Jubin’s men made several offers to the militants for peaceful surrender. So tight was the cordon around the target house that the soldiers making the surrender offer could directly exchange words with the militants. But no surrender transpired.


Jubin had taken cover behind a tiny hut where the house owner had stored shali, or husk. The troops decided to end the standoff as the day progressed, lest it drag towards nightfall. The pinpoint location of the militants inside the house was still unclear. Instead of ordering a soldier to scout for more information, Jubin took it upon himself to stick his head out to see if he could locate the enemy’s movement. At that precise moment, a militant looking in that very direction, shot Jubin in the head.


During the operations, troops wear bulletproof jackets and headbands called patkas. These mostly shield the soldiers from being killed by a bullet, but the impact does injure the wearer. The bullets hit Jubin on his patka, instantly smashing his spectacles. Several splinters managed to pierce the armour and lodged themselves into a side of his forehead, penetrating deep enough to reach the bone. But Jubin had survived the battery.


After the medicos quickly administered first aid on the spot, they moved to evacuate Jubin. But he refused. He wanted to stay and continue leading his men. ‘It was just a graze,’ he told me later, his tone light and playful. ‘All I was concerned about was the black eye I had got – as if I had lost a boxing bout.’ He was underplaying the trauma and injury from being shot at such close proximity.


The operation went on until the troops had killed all three militants. Mission achieved, the unit doctor insisted that Jubin be evacuated to the Base Hospital at Srinagar for a thorough examination. They travelled in a Gypsy that Jubin drove.


Twenty-two years later, some of the shrapnel is still embedded in a bone in his head. As a consequence, his hearing has also been impaired.


But then, after his surgery, Jubin refused to accept the official order to go home on sick leave for recuperation and instead returned to the battalion. Several years later, when I asked him why he had violated that order and put his well-being at such risk, he quietly replied that he was concerned about the shortage of officers in his battalion.


 ‘No one had asked me to rejoin and, of course, no one could ever have. But there is always a deficiency of officers in the unit and, being an officer, I thought it was my responsibility to bolster the troops’ strength.’


The story has several lessons for practitioners of ‘leadership’ – leading from the front and, by example, complete devotion to the organizational goals and more. What moves ordinary individuals to act in this way? What binds them to an organization’s core values so that their lives are subservient to the big idea – the strategy? While these are fascinating quandaries to explore, the answer to winning organizations is crystal clear.


It is culture. A force so silently compelling that individuals like Jubin willingly let duty supersede their self-interest. And victories are assured only when that culture works in tandem with the organization’s strategies and plans.


But we are not done with Jubin Mathew yet.


Four months after he had refused the order to proceed on sick leave and returned to be a part of the ongoing battles, Jubin’s battalion received another piece of actionable intelligence. A source informed them that at least a couple of militants, armed to the teeth, were present in a village near the townships of Manasbal and Ganderbal.


Jubin’s troops surrounded the area inside the village where the militants had been spotted. The Acting Major took cover behind an adjoining house. Close to this location, was a small hut that shared a wall with the cattle outhouse. Jubin’s deputy, a young lieutenant, entered that hut with a small team. Unknown to the young lieutenant, one militant was hiding in the cowshed. Only a thin mud wall separated the officer and the militant.


Both officers explored the possibility of lobbing a grenade into the target house. The lieutenant decided to smash a hole in the cowshed wall for a better view. The moment he cracked the wall, the militant fired from barely a metre away, killing the young officer. A soldier from his team stepped up to retrieve the officer and took the next burst of bullets. He, too, died on the spot.


Hearing the gunfire, Jubin cautiously stepped into that house, hoping to save the entrapped team. Instead, he caught two bullets – one in his shoulder and one on the forehead, smack in the middle of both eyes. The kinetic force of the bullets threw him backwards, but once again, his life was barely saved by the bulletproof patka. (The injuries would result in other medical complications, though.)


As most commanding officers do, Colonel (later Brigadier) Pradeep Rathee was also a part of the operations. He moved forward with another small team that included a soldier who, in Army parlance, was the CO’s ‘buddy’. The buddy was the next to go – shot dead. It was then that Jubin noticed that he, too, was bleeding. Nevertheless, he decided to try dragging away the soldier’s body under threat of fire.


There were two other fatal casualties in this firefight.


In the end, after the militants were killed, Jubin was evacuated to the Base Hospital in Srinagar. His hearing had suffered permanent damage – the bullet hitting against the patka had affected nerve fibres in one of his ears.*


He did not receive any medals for these two operations, a point I make only to reinforce that a robust organizational culture generates its own momentum, not always hostage to the quid pro quo of awards and rewards.


What explains such focus on achieving organizational goals that individuals are willing to die rather than abandon the mission’s pursuit? It isn’t that fuzzy thing called patriotism because having served for nearly four decades, I can say without ambiguity that I have never heard that word being bandied about by anyone in the Army.


So is it intense training? Training does play a role in the efficacy of any setup. And it indeed shores up the strength of a culture. But it is equally evident that no amount of training can prepare any group to lay down lives so readily.


The presence of a culture wherein most individuals are implicitly aligned to the overall strategy is what takes an organization to the finish line. Such a culture provides a momentum that transcends other motivations, including pecuniary gains. Few in the business world recognize this powerful phenomenon. The corporate has collectively made up its mind that people work for money and money alone. It is a lazy approach that seeks to absolve responsibility to motivate teams. After all, what can the rider do if money alone makes the mare go?


 To be sure, money does play a role. But it is never the sole contributor. Look around, and you will see many ‘well-meaning’ organizations struggling with enervating inner dynamics, continually seeking answers for better performance, even though their monetary compensation to the employees compares favourably with that of other companies. A culture that only relies on money as the prime motivator surrenders the locus of control to the cheque book.


But if you recognize that human beings work for many reasons beyond a pay cheque, you will fashion your organization’s culture accordingly. Soldiers in the Army get a salary – but their extraordinary motivation is despite the absence of year-end appraisals and bonuses. They – and all of us in the world – work for many other reasons. To create an identity. For acknowledgement. To fulfil a desire for power and growth. To seek love and appreciation when our lives may be too barren. And possibly an amalgam of so many other inner needs. Creating a culture that takes all of this into account – and not just money – is really where our focus needs to be.


V


A resounding majority of the students of contemporary military history would concur that in 1987 the Indian Army walked blindfolded into Sri Lanka. The Indian leadership, acting on the counsel of the security establishment, had convinced itself that the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) would tamely follow their diktat and roll over. All that was needed was to send a few troops for ‘peacekeeping’, a euphemism for overseeing peaceful surrender. And with this ‘flag march’ approach, we would usher in long-lasting peace. Or so went our strategic fantasy.


But hope is not a synonym for strategy. Indeed, it is hard to fathom what strategy we might have had since the prognosis was based on fuzziness bordering on delusion.


Or are we being too harsh in hindsight?


On 4 August 1987, 100,000 Sri Lankan Tamils gathered on the grounds of a temple in Jaffna to listen to their thirty-three-year-old militant leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran. In the previous month, the Indian government had brokered an agreement to end the bloody internecine conflict between the Sinhalese-dominated government and the minority Tamil community. The Indian prime minister Rajiv Gandhi and President J. R. Jayawardene of Sri Lanka had inked this agreement. The signatories presumed that the LTTE, the powerful guerrilla force led by Prabhakaran, would now disengage from its deadly operations against the Sri Lanka Army. Notably, Prabhakaran was not even a signatory to the accord. The LTTE supremo had arrived at this juncture with palpable disinclination. The idea of disarming his cadres was anathema to him.


That morning, speaking softly from a handwritten speech, he signalled that the LTTE would lay down its weapons because ‘we have no choice but to toe the line of the Indian government. There will be an armed confrontation with the Indian Army if we don’t. We don’t want that. India is a powerful country, and we cannot do anything to stop it.’7 His equivocation was manifestly clear. And evidently, what he said was not the crux of his thoughts. Those who listened carefully to the concluding call would have come to a vastly different understanding of what was about to unfold.


‘It does not mean we have given up our dream for Eelam.’


It is worth noting that Prabhakaran did not say when the weapons would be surrendered. The Sri Lanka Army chief, General Cyril Ranatunga, assured the audience that the arms surrender would begin the same afternoon. But after his speech, Prabhakaran drove away in a black van, escorted by a phalanx of fighters armed with AK-47 and M-16 rifles. The LTTE would renege on the promise to disarm in the following months.


With this as the backdrop, the basis of the strategy of deploying troops with the singular aim of peacekeeping was hardly prescient. In a subsequent chapter, I will tell the story of the first battalions that landed in Jaffna, and how a flawed strategy had led to the misreading of the situation and the subsequent inadequate preparation. The consequences were enormous; in the first fortnight itself over 300 soldiers had perished, and 1,100 were maimed. Eventually, the campaign cost the Indian Army 1,200 fatal and another 3,000 wounded casualties.


Operation Pawan – the codename of Indian Peace Keeping Force’s operation to take control of Jaffna – was not the Indian Army’s finest hour for a tangible victory. But it is equally valid that the sheer bravery and commitment of the troops compensated for the infirmities in strategy. There was no distress withdrawal – far from it. Riding on its culture of implicit obedience, an appetite for professionalism despite privation and placing the unit’s honour above anything else, the rank and file of the Army stood and fought. It overcame stiff odds with pluck and held its own.


In 1986, Sukhwinder Sahota was twenty-two years old when he joined a Madras regiment battalion as Second Lieutenant. He was already dyed in the olive green colour; his father had recently retired as a subedar, and Sukhwinder himself had studied at the Military School Belgaum for nine years. He was a sportsman who would lead the Services hockey team that year.


In July 1987, just as India and Sri Lanka inked that ill-fated accord, Sukhwinder’s battalion was inducted into Sri Lanka with an amphibious landing at Kankesanthurai jetty, north of Jaffna. That was a period of lull – and being lulled. It was common knowledge that India had trained and armed the LTTE cadre.* And some of its leaders, including Velupillai Prabhakaran and Gopalaswamy Mahendraraja, alias Mahattaya, routinely visited the battalion’s makeshift Officers’ Mess.


The charade of bonhomie fell apart when LTTE cadres stepped up operations after refusing to lay down weapons. They shot down a soldier from the Madras battalion. The soldier died in Sukhwinder’s arms, which stiffened his resolve to operate aggressively against the LTTE.


Sukhwinder was the commander of the Commando Platoon, a team of the fittest and best-trained soldiers entrusted with independent missions. He rapidly acquired the reputation of being a firebrand leader, fearlessly venturing out with the platoon to hunt for the quarry and strengthen the intelligence network. The opponents, too, were tough, favouring death by cyanide over being captured. The frequent operations by the Commando Platoon began to restrict the freedom of the LTTE militants and cause attrition. It enraged the local LTTE leadership. One day, the CO, Colonel G. S. Sidhu, summoned Sukhwinder and informed him that apparently the militants had placed a bounty on his head.


‘I suggest you take leave and go home till things cool off.’


Sukhwinder replied, ‘Sir, in that case, please send the entire Commando Platoon on leave. I am not prepared to protect myself any more than them.’


On 19 December 1988, Sukhwinder Sahota (now Acting Captain) left the company base for another foray, searching for the militants. Fifteen kilometres away, where the road traversed thick forest through a tiny inhabitation of twenty houses, the LTTE lay in a deadly ambush. The militants were behind a wall along the road that the convoy had to take.


When they entered the area, militants rained automatic fire on all the vehicles. Several long bursts riddled Sukhwinder’s Mitsubishi vehicle. The driver was killed instantly, and the out-of-control vehicle flipped over. Sukhwinder and another soldier, Kunjumon – his ‘buddy’ – crawled out of the overturned vehicle and stayed hunched behind its frame, still the target of continuous deadly fire.


Within the first few moments of the firefight, Sukhwinder had been shot in several parts of the body. He was losing blood and drifting in and out of consciousness. Even though there was a din all around, Sukhwinder appeared to have lost his hearing, and even his vision seemed to have been impaired. Anticipating that the militants were bound to finally approach the vehicle to finish them off and take away their weapons, the Acting Captain murmured instructions to his buddy: ‘Kunjumon Tambi, whenever you hear the LTTE approach, nudge me into consciousness.’ Even in that parlous state, he was aware that if the LTTE made it to his ‘dead’ body, it would be all over for his team, and they would probably cut his head off for public display.


A few minutes later, he felt frantic prodding. Kunjumon was desperately signalling that the LTTE cadres were bearing down upon them. Sukhwinder swung his loaded carbine and emptied an entire magazine of twenty-eight rounds at hazy outlines. Then he fell back into his coma.


All nine militants who had laid the ambush were killed that day. Five of them ran into the Quick Reaction Team rushing to the site. The Commando Platoon had already neutralized the rest. Sukhwinder had killed at least one.


When the QRT tried to lift Sukhwinder Sahota into a vehicle, they were horrified – in the process of picking him up, one of the soldiers’s fingers had slid into his skull and what appeared to be grey matter began to spill out. Sukhwinder had received eleven bullet injuries – five in the legs, two in the torso and four in his head. One bullet had stopped a millimetre short of puncturing his heart. The soldiers ‘stuffed things back’ into his head, bandaged and rushed him to the base.


The doctors were stunned that he was still alive. And they knew that only a miracle would keep him breathing even for a few hours.


The Army flew Sukhwinder to the Meenambakkam airport in Chennai, where a team of doctors took charge. But before he could be transported to the hospital, they realized that if he was to have even a glimmer of a chance, he must move to Pune instead. The injuries were too severe to be treated at the Chennai hospital. Immediately, the aircraft took off for Pune with doctors on board.


As the aircraft rose to the skies, the doctors estimated that, in the best-case scenario, if Sukhwinder survived the flight and immediate operation, he would be a vegetable for the rest of his life. And even that would be miraculous.


Thirty-four years after the day Sukhwinder’s bullet-ridden frame was brought to Command Hospital, Pune, I sat across him to recapture his thoughts for this book. The recovery has forced him to lead a life of caution. For fear of suddenly exciting the shrapnel still lodged inside his head into an unwanted motion, in all these decades he hasn’t been permitted to taste chillies or do any kind of aerobic exercise whatsoever. But the fact that he had driven alone for several hundred kilometres to speak to me should tell you that he is fitter than many at fifty-eight.


‘The doctors were right about there being zero chances of my survival. But they were not aware of my determination,’ he said with a hearty chuckle.


Four days into frenetic efforts to save him, the doctors were no more hopeful than when they had first set their eyes on him. His blood pressure was immobile at 240/130, and his pulse was hovering at 38. ‘I would have been given up for dead in any other setting,’ Sukhwinder said. ‘But they were Army doctors, and they would not let go.’


His ‘Tambi’, who shared his blood group, stood by his bed and watched him round the clock. The battalion had sent two other soldiers with the same blood group, just in case he needed replenishment. A nurse was always at hand, awaiting the moment he would emerge from his coma.


Numerous pieces of shrapnel lodged in his head had made surgeries complex and risky. The doctors called experts abroad to make sure they would do everything right. Eventually, the surgeons decided that a few fragments of the bullets would have to be left unextracted; the alternative was too fraught with dangerous possibilities.


After seven days, when he finally drifted out of unconsciousness, Sahota could not see or hear. It appeared that he had lost these two senses. The doctors decided to keep him on anaesthesia to send him back to sleep for better chances of recovery. But so acute was the pain that he woke up in no time.


‘Maybe the pain triggered something or untangled my nerves, and when I came to my senses, I could see and hear again.’ Another chuckle.


And what was his first reaction? Those standing around saw him grope around the bed, searching for his weapon.


A few weeks into recovery, Sukhwinder began to plead to rejoin the battalion in Sri Lanka. ‘I could not bear to let the battalion down and wanted to unite with my men as fast as possible.’ The incredulous hospital CO could not believe his ears. But the requests were relentless.


‘Later, I had to take voluntary retirement from the Army. The doctors pronounced my state as “sixty per cent disability”. But I would have joined in a heartbeat if the Army had ever recalled me, especially to serve when the unit fought in Kargil.’


Now a businessman in Maharashtra, Captain Sahota has visited the battalion several times. ‘No one who served with me is now serving in the battalion. But when I go, the officers and soldiers still lift me up on their shoulders.’


That is what it looks like when culture trumps strategy.


The written and unwritten history of Operation Pawan is awash with tales of similar sacrifices and privations. These are not tales of gladiatorial actions but of ‘ordinary’ officers and soldiers who fought because that is what was expected of them. These stories explain why the Army fought doggedly despite being saddled with a deeply flawed game plan. No matter how broken the tools of strategy were, the workmen made up for it with sheer determination and a focus on achieving the mission. These attributes are permanent refrains in the musical score of the Army’s culture.


Could it be that we place disproportionate emphasis on crafting strategies and not enough on the culture that will make the achievement of goals possible? That certainly appears to be the case with many companies. But as the history of the conflict in Sri Lanka – and arguably in Siachen – instructs us, a robust culture supports thoughtful strategies and can even mitigate imperfect ones.


VI


On 13 April 1984, India captured the 76.4-kilometre Siachen glacier on the Saltoro ridge, a bleak and glaciated wedge between the territory occupied by Pakistan and China. The operation, codenamed Operation Meghdoot, aimed to pre-empt Pakistan’s push to occupy it. It was a race to the top and ignited a conflict that neither side had predicted. This can be perceived as an instructive tale of how operations can spiral out far beyond the initial intent of the opposing armies.


Before 1984, Pakistan used to permit foreign mountaineers to explore the area; India would send its climbers to ensure that nothing mischievous was afoot. Gradually, the civilian mountaineering expeditions changed into army patrols. India sensed that Pakistan planned to induct military forces to capture the Saltoro ridge. Thus began Operation Meghdoot, and the ongoing artillery war on the glaciated terrain – at heights of up to 21,000 feet – has claimed over 800 Indian lives, mainly due to the inhospitable weather.


Does Siachen have overwhelming strategic importance in the first place? The jury of military thinkers is out on the subject and on any day, you will find an equal number of well-reasoned arguments for and against it. Having clambered up the glacier thirty-eight years ago, both sides have argued that the area has immense strategic importance. Sceptics question that claim. The Indian strategy can now be summed up in two words: defend it.


How do organizations act on a strategy that is bereft of discernible meaning and rationale other than that ‘it has to be done’? What impelled the rank and file to show stunning heroism for thirty-eight years because nothing less would get ‘it’ done?


Avalanches are not a rare occurrence on the glacier. The one that hit the area of Tiger Saddle at midnight in May 1989 buried a parachute tent in which a JCO and eight soldiers of a battalion of the Brigade of Guards regiment were asleep. Before anybody could stir, over twenty feet of snow had enveloped them.


Two fortuitous factors saved the team from instant death. The hut had been sealed carefully and even under the enormous weight of snow, it retained an oxygen bubble. Two other team members who had been deployed at a nearby observation post for surveillance rushed down the slope and began to dig furiously. In the pitch-dark night and with oxygen scarce in the environment, it took them a few arduous hours to extricate everyone. By the time they ripped up the hut, the rescued soldiers were in varying degrees of hypoxemia – confused, incapacitated and in severe shock. Gradually, most of the soldiers began to stand up and move, but two of them continued to be inert, unable even to speak or sit up.


There is no good time for an avalanche, but this one had come at a particularly harrowing moment, at the end of a fortnight of inclement weather with zero visibility, high winds and constant snowfall. Temperatures had dropped below 50°C. Urine streams froze into sticks of ice. No supplies had been forthcoming. Movement on foot and airlifts by helicopter were impossible. Inhabitants of the now demolished parachute hut had already begun to run out of food. They had survived on besan rotis, salt, tea leaves and sugar for the past couple of days. Their sole connection with the rest of the world, the ANPRC 25 radio set, was on its last legs; the battery was rapidly draining. The radio operator was forever warming it up on the stove to keep up correspondence with the Company HQ at Sia La.


Unable to move, the party remained out in the open for two nights. No one could stay still; within half an hour snow would accumulate and threaten to bury anyone sitting down. Exhausted, one of the soldiers dozed off and had to be dug out of several feet of fresh snow that had piled up above his head. The soldiers did not use shovels for fear of injuring him; they used their bare hands to remove the snow.


The weather did not let up for the next two nights and the party had no choice but to remain in the open. While the two ‘frozen’ boys were showing no signs of recovery, the health of the others was deteriorating fast. The commander Naib Subedar Ram Chander decided that it was time the party risked everything and began to find its way to the Company HQ. Ordinarily, movement in those conditions would be against all teaching. Still, the need for survival had decimated the choices.


Ram Chander decided to stay with the two immobilized soldiers, as he was the team leader. He retained another soldier for assistance and marched off the rest. One of the soldiers, Havildar S. N. Thakur, recalls how everyone in the team had protested against the idea of the JCO staying behind and putting himself at risk, but he pulled rank for the privilege of looking after the stragglers. ‘We knew what he was doing,’ Havildar Thakur reminisces. ‘We were taught in our battalion that leaders never leave the injured or the dead on the battlefield.’


As we will see in subsequent chapters, never leaving anyone behind is one of the Army’s credos, a part of its cultural DNA.


‘Watch for the footmarks,’ the Junior Commissioned Officer counselled the departing group. ‘Step into the one matching the direction of the toes. If you make a mistake, you will end up in Pakistan.’ Tied to each other by a rope, the party began its less-than-hopeful trudge.


They foot-slogged all day and night. Snow had obliterated the route markers. Their throats were parched to a point where they could not speak or produce any saliva. All communication was in whispers and gestures. Their urine first turned yellow and then red before drying up altogether. They started picking up a few grams of fresh snow to suck on.


Finally, the weather cleared, and the sun’s glimmer filtered through. They saw a snow scooter out to deliver logistical supplies and waved it down. The Company HQ was not too far.


Hav Thakur remembers the moment. ‘Eventually, we had no energy left to move and began to crawl.’


The HQ requisitioned Cheetah helicopters for the evacuation. The entire team needed immediate medical care. All survivors had to be flown down from the 23,000-foot altitude to the base camp at 12,000 feet. Like everyone else, Thakur’s foot had swollen to the point that a meat cleaver had to be used to cut up the boots and prise open the socks. After first aid, the helicopter ride began.


‘I was so exhausted that I just wanted to lie down. But the space inside the Cheetah helicopter was cramped. And I was worried that I might press some wrong button by stretching out and crash the helicopter! The co-pilot saw my discomfiture, reached out and cradled my head. He then made me lie down. ‘I was huddled, but it felt heavenly to finally stretch my weary limbs for a bit,’ Thakur recalls.


The CO and many others had lined up to receive them at the base camp. Moved to the Advance Dressing Station, they were fed soup and milk as they still couldn’t ingest solid foods. An Mi-8 helicopter flew them to Thosie and an An-32 aircraft to Chandigarh. Trained medical assistants accompanied them. Surgeons immediately operated on Thakur for severe injuries. Both his legs were amputated below the knee. All the others met similar fates. The two soldiers who could not move perished before the rescue team could reach them. So did the JCO Naib Subedar Ram Chander and his assistant, who had volunteered to stay back.


When this episode occurred, Lt Gen Prakash Menon had been a young Major in the battalion. Twenty-four years later, he got a surprise call from Thakur.


‘Saab, I learnt that you had become a general. Very happy to hear that.’


After Menon had thanked him and asked how he was doing in his house in Bhagalpur, Thakur made a request.


‘Please help my son enrol in the army.’


Menon reminded him that the army’s recruitment process did not allow recommendations. But he would do what he could. Sadly, Thakur’s son died in a motorcycle accident before he could realize his dream.


Menon says that Havildar Thakur calls him every year, especially on Holi. ‘I am a south Indian, but since the troops of my battalion were from Bihar, Holi is our favourite festival – and he knew it. The way he says Jai Hind on the phone makes my hair stand; he puts so much emotion into it.’ Once, when Menon was posted in Delhi, Thakur called him with a request. He had heard that a Madras regiment soldier – someone he did not even know – had been rescued from an avalanche in the northern glacier. He wanted Menon to go to the hospital and look him up.


‘Why did you want your son to join the army? After all, you lost a great deal of your life – and won no medals either,’ General Menon remembers asking Thakur.


Of course I knew the answer even before I heard him. That is the answer we are likely to hear from most army men, including those who have retired or were boarded out of service after being wounded or have lost their kin in the army.


Thakur told General Menon, ‘Sir, there is no better life than in the army. Within weeks of joining the recruit training, you develop a sense of pride that fills you with jazba and josh. You feel that the first family you have is your battalion. Even today, the battalion invites me to the annual Raising Day functions. The last time I attended one was at Amritsar. The CO had sent three soldiers who lived in a nearby village on leave to accompany me. With their help, I went in a wheelchair. When I reached the venue of the functions, all senior veterans – officers, JCOs and OR – were there. They spent so much time sitting next to us – asking about our welfare, eating and drinking with us . . . where else would have I found this izzat? We were seen off with affection, and the unit gave us gifts and memorabilia. I became younger by years, sir.’


Peter Drucker was right. Culture does eat strategy for breakfast. When we draw up a strategy for our organizations, we must paint the details on the canvas of the prevailing culture. If the culture of a company appears inadequate to support its strategy – of diversification, going international, pivoting to a new clientele, seeking a merger or acquisition, making a bold move, turning into a public enterprise and so on – the leadership must take steps to transform or reinforce its deficient elements first. It is a painstaking process that requires time and effort.


For the success of any strategy, culture can be the critical defining element. It can elevate the team’s performance to such levels that even the feebleness of the original gameplan may be rendered largely inconsequential.
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